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ABSTRACT
This thesis is the first attempt to study in detail
Thackeray* s attacks on Bulwer in various periodicals and news­
papers during the years 1837-4-7, and to consider how the 
ideals for novel-writing expressed in these, were later 
practised in his novels. Such previous discussion of the 
subject as there has been has concentrated on the personal 
rather than the literary implications, but Thackeray* s attacks 
on Bulwer illuminate his attitude to the novels of his time, 
and to novel-writing in general.
The introduction describes Bulwer * s standing as,_a novelist 
at the time when Thackeray*s attacks began, along v/ith that of 
the different genres of novel he had attempted.
Chapters I-lII deal with three of these genres, respect­
ively the Newgate, the fashionable, and the historical novel. 
The attitudes of the two writers to these genres are compared, 
and considered in the context of contemporary periodical criti­
cism. Bulwer*s various prefaces and revisions to his novels 
are discussed, and Thackeray*s attitudes are revealed through 
his later'treatment of similar themes, as well as through his 
attacks on Bulwer * s treatment of such themes.
Chapter IV deals with the two writers* respective sèmi- 
autobiographical novels, and, as well as contrasting their use 
of their material, considers their opposing views on the
standing and obligations of their profession.
Chapter V attempts to summarize Thackeray*s ideals for
novel-writing expressed in his attacks on Bulwer by shov/ing
how he held to them in the writing of his own novels.
Appendix A lists the attacks chronologically, and
Appendix B considers Thackeray*s attitude to Bulwer*s "fine
«
writing."
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INTRODUCTION
In the decade before the publication of Vanity Fair 
in 1847, there are many references in Thackeray’s writings 
in periodicals to his contemporary, the best-selling and 
much-admired novelist. Sir Edward Lytton Bulwer. The 
references are almost invariably slighting, and there are 
several long attacks on Bulwer in articles and reviews ; not 
only his works, but, notably, in the two Yellow^plush papers, 
"Mr Yellowplush’s Ajew," and "Epistles to the literati," his 
character suffered. Thackeray attacked much of the fiction 
of the time, but, during the whole period before he came 
to write his own great novels, Bulwer remained his chief butt. 
He reviewed Bulwer’s works, he burlesqued them, and he con­
stantly made humorous references to the poetical and self- 
pitying baronet in the course of articles on quite unrelated 
subjects.
This persistent persecution, with its too free recourse 
to personalities, has been seen as a blot on Thackeray’s 
career. Sadleir's Bulwer and his wife, putting the case 
for Bulv/er, saw Thackeray’s attacks as arising from envy, and
from a lurking suspicion that he himself possessed many of
1 2 Bulwer*s faults, and these charges have been reiterated.
 ^ 1933. VI.ill.251-5.
L. Stevenson. The Showman of Vanity Fair. 1947. 
J.Y.T. Greig. Thackeray: ÊT Kecônsideration . 1950.
although their originator, after the publication of Thackeray's
letters, no longer saw his attacks on Bulwer as arising from
envy or self-flagellation, but as "an automatic expression
of an uncontrollable hatred of Bulwer*s kind of writing.
The personal implications, if any, of Thackeray's long-
drawn-out attack on Bulwer^are not, however, important, only
what this attack tells us of Thackeray's ovm attitude to
novel-writing. He had, after all, no personal acquaintance
with Bulwer, and there was probably much truth in his statement
to John Blackwood:
Why, when I used to lampoon a certain Bulwer, I
had never seen him but in a public place, and had
no kind of animosity to him. If I had I should 
never have attacked him.2
His opinion of Bulwer was built up from the victim's own
works, and, presumably, from the large amount of attention
that that victim received from the press. From these sources
he created the figure of "Sawedwadgeorgeearllittnbulwig,
4 5"my friend Bullwig," "my dear Barnet," "my friend the member
for Lincoln."^ In these circumstances it must have been
difficult to remember the effect such attacks would have on
Trollopian. 9.47. A review of Letters. 
12..15.12.58. Quoted in Ray. IX.iv.243. 
Works. 1.303. "Mr Yellowplush's Ajew."
 ^ Works. 1.314. "Mr Yellowplush's Ajew."
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Works. 1.316. Epistles to the literati 
Works. III.102. Catherine.
^ 1
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the victim; "my friend Bullwig" must often have seemed to 
him almost a comic creation of his own, a kind of lesser 
Jeames de la Pluche, hut of the literary world.
I
Clearly Bulwer became a symbol to Thackeray of all that 
he most disliked and avoided in novel-writing, the Grand 
attitude to life, the single ultra-heroic central figure, 
windy and inaccurate purple passages, the big theme, the
I
subject of much-stressed universal significance, the use of 
sentimental fictional conventions as substitute for any 
genuine observation or feeling. Along with that went the 
attitude which dragged Thackeray into the "dignity of litera­
ture" controversy of 1850, a dislike of any large claim for 
his profession, and a tendency to depreciate it which was 
largely due to his dislike for the heroic attitude in any 
form. Bulwer, who, in preface after preface, upheld the
i
cause of the novel as a great art, had always stressed the ' 
heroism of the writer.
Bulwer, then, was a remarkably convenient symbol for 
Thackeray of all that he disliked in writing, and it was this | 
that made him Thackeray's most usual butt among contemporary ■ 
writers in the decade before Vanity Fair. Thackeray worked j 
up^a-one-sided amusing animosity to "Sir Edward," where it 
became a thing of course that an article by him should irelude : 
a dig at Bulwer. Outside the big attacks, such references 
w.ere something in the way of a humorous catchphrase, where
Thackeray could say "that popular writer, the author of - 
never mind what, you know his name as well as I."^ Unfortun­
ately this game was one-sided, and much of it, in any case 
took place within the pages of Fraser's, which had earlier 
led a much more violently-expressed campaign against Bulwer. 
The whole thing was usually conducted by Thackeray in the 
greatest good temper; of Epistles to the literati he wrote 
to his mother :
A new Yellowplush addressed to Bulwer has made a 
great noise and has hit the Baronet pretty smartly, 
it is very good natured however:2
and of Punch's Prize Novelists he said to Albany Fon^blanque
"they will all be good-natured."5
Not unnaturally this good temper was unappreciated by
"the Knebworth Apollo, and would have been so by a far less
sensitive man. Bulwer, whose much-publicized sensitivity
to criticism did rather invite attack, as Thackeray pointed
out in Epistles to the literati, was constantly galled by
the persecution, and, in the sinister campaign to break his
spirit, he saw Thackeray, with that earlier enemy, Maginn.
1
2
Works. 111.552. "Men and coats." 
Letters. 18.1.40. 1.412.
 ^ letters-.- 27.1.47. 11.270.
 ^ letters. Ill.lSln. From a two-page manuscript called 
The Womanifesto.
À
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as the leader. In his autobiography, speaking of Fraser's 
he says :
That magazine, under the auspices of Dr. Maginn and 
Mr. Thackeray,long continued to assail me, not in 
any form that can fairly be called criticism, but 
with a kind of ribald impertinence offered, so far 
as I can remember, to no other writer of my time.l i
# I
It was his own image of Sir Edward Lytton Bulwer, presented,
as everyone at the time realized, as the hero of each of
his novëls in turn, which had inspired Sawedwadgeo, the reverse^
side of the figure. Nonetheless, although Bulwer's constant
publicizing of himself provided a handle for such an attack,
Thackeray need not have harped so persistently on the subject.
It was generally felt at the time that the Bulwer attacks
were the most glaring example of Thackeray's frivolous
tendency to ridicule contemporary writers beyond the call of
duty, the tendency v/hich Lewes condemned in his review of 
2
Vanity Fair, where the original sixth chapter was a hangover 
from the Bulwer period, Thackeray's destructive period before 
he began constructing his own novels. Probably the most 
appreciative reader of this part of Thackeray's work was 
Lady Bulwer, who cut out a Thackeray attack on Bulwer in 
Punch, and, still treasuring it years later, remarked "I would 
not lose it for the world." Thackeray, whose animosity was ,
Life and letters. I.iii.2.236-7.
2
Athenaeum. 12.8.48.
3 Unpublished letters of Lady Bulwer Lytton to A.E. Chalon R>A 
Edited by S .M. Ellis . nn^ l7. 3 • 55u The attack is not identi- 
fied.
A
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intended for the writer, not the man, would not have been much 
gratified by this appreciation^
Although Thackeray's constant attacks not unsurprisingly 
appeared "ribald impertinence" to their victim, their per­
sistence and their nature made them much more significant 
than that. They span the whole of Thackeray's pre-Vanity 
Fair writing career, and they consistently ridicule Bulwer*s 
heroic attitudinizing, and the sentimental unreality of his 
books.^ The first major attacks came in 1837-8 with three 
reviews of Bulwer's latest novel, Ernest Maltravers, and its 
sequel, Alice ; then came "Mr Yellowplush's Ajew," and, in 
the next year, Catherine. The Yellowplush paper which 
mocked Bulwer's looks and manner, was regrettably personal; 
the others offer genuine, if sometimes overheated, criticism 
of his works. In 1840 came Epistles to the literati, in
*» K
1846 A brother of the press, attacking Bulwer's heroic 
attitude to his profession, and a review of his poem. The 
New Timon, in the Morning Chronicle, and in 1847 the culmin­
ating burlesque, "George de Barnwell." After this Thackeray 
was able to imply his views on the novel in his own works 
rather than stating them with reference to those of other 
people. 1847 was a decisive year for Bulwer too ; changing 
public taste brought a bad press for his crime-novel,
Lucretia, and "George de Barnwell," following this, made him
1 A chronological list of these attacks will be found in 
Appendix A.
I A
decide to write a different kind of novel; he deserted 
grandeur, in subject at least, for the depiction of middle- 
class family life.^
In between the major attacks there are dozens of minor 
onslaughts on Bulwer and various aspects of his work, a large 
number of them personal. Most of these attack Bulwer*s 
self-pity; we are constantly reminded that "I don’t push
p
cries of distress like my friend Sir Lytton." To Thackeray
Bulwer represented all that was to be most avoided in the
literary man, self-pity, morbidity, an inability to see one's
talents in proportion, against which Thackeray's dislike of
the heroic, and sense of humour, revolted:
Ah Yellowplushl where are the days when you lived 
& laughed. If I don't mind I shall be setting 
up for an unacknowledged genius, & turn as morbid 
as Bulwer.5
Taken separately the attacks often seem frivolous or uncalled- 
for, but together they are a genuine expression of what 
Thackeray disliked in writing.
"George de Barnwell," the only personal remark in which 
was later omitted,^ is the most successful because of its 
appearance of detachment. Thackeray later came to regret
see below
Works. VI.552. "Barmecide banquets."
Letters. To Fitzgerald. 13-9.-10.41. 11.39.
"Vol.I" was signed, in Punch, by E.L.B.L. BB. LL. BBB. LLL 
but the last four groups of initials disappeared from the 
Miscellanies. _ This kind of jibe belonged more suitably 
to the ïëllUwplush period.
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his vendetta against Bulwer and the violence of his earlier
attacks, and to realize the effect they must have had on the
victim. "Bulwer curses me - he is the only one who has
any reason he wrote in 1847 when listing the literary
men with whom he was currently at odds. In 1852 when the
two Yellowplush attacks appeared in an American edition,
Thackeray wrote a preface apologizing for these, and saying:
I ... wonder at the recklessiiess of the young man 
who could fancy such satire was harmless jocularity, 
and never calculate that it might give pain.2
In the next year he quoted this preface in a letter of
apology to Bulwer; as far as is knov/n Bulwer did not reply,
but as there were quite a few more harmless jocularities to
be accounted for, this is not surprising. In 1861 Thackeray
made another attempt at apology, and some unidentified friend
of Bulwer's wrote to Bulwer of a meeting with Thackeray at
Folkestone :
He spoke of you a great deal; and said he would 
have given worlds to have burnt some of his writings, 
especially some lampoons written in his youth. He 
wished so much to see you and express his contrition. 
His admiration, as expressed to me, was boundless ; 
also his regret to have given vent to youthful 
jealousy, etc. I tell you all this, because I 
feel certain he meant me to repeat it.5
-------------------------------------------------------------------------- I
Letters. To Mrs. Carmichael-Smyth. 2.7.47. 11.308. '
Letters. To Bulwer. 21.6.53. III.278.
Quoted in Life and letters. II.viii.I.275. which also says
(1+
Thackeray's admiration, if not boundless, was perhaps
affected by the change in Bulwer's later vzork. His campaign
had been in part successful; he had turned Bulwer from the
heroic subject and could write of My Novel in 1853, comparing
Bulwer with himself and Dickens and their respective powers
of imagination;
Perhaps Bulwer is better than both of us in this 
quality. His last book written at 50 is fresher 
and richer than any he had done
Thackeray had always exhorted Bulwer to rely on his talent
for observing society, and he was able to praise when Bulwer
took the advice, or rather, was forced into taking it. If
Bulwer was not suitably grateful, it was not surprising, for
though Thackeray adopted a politer tone in his later works,
he continued to make stray, and basically slighting references
to Bulwer even in his novels. Philip, the last of them,
leads from a casual reference to a "distinguished writer," the
author of Not so bad as we seem t^o a short, indignant revival
2
of the Newgate controversy.
The literary, as opposed to the personal, aspect of 
Thackeray's vendetta against Bulwer has been very little
that Thackeray followed this up with another letter to 
Bulwer. Lytton. I.iii.9.54- gives the friend as Forster, 
and later, II.vi.2.430. says that Bulwer's opinion of 
Thackeray was "almost wholly adverse." A letter to Mrs. 
Brookfield Letters. 17-19.5.49. 11.543 drops the bare and 
startling statement that "Sir Bulwer Lytton called yesterdaÿ'
Letters. To Mrs Carmichael-Smyth. 1^ .7.53. lEE.^ QB.
Works. XVI.xxi.307.
considered,^ and it is this aspect which makes the attacks sig­
nificant. Bulwer, when Thackeray’s main offensive began in 
1837, was a leading literary figure, and had been so since the 
publication of Pelham in 1828. Y/ith this work, a fashionable 
novel, he had become a bestseller and a prominent figure in 
society; when he turned to crime with Paul Clifford,‘1830, and 
Eugene Aram, 1832, he had gained a reputation for tragic power 
and avant-garde attitudes. The historical novels. The Last 
of Pompeii, 1834, and Rienzi, 1835, had boosted his reputation 
as a writer capable of handling universal themes yet again, and 
his latest novel, the philosophical, autobiographical Ernest 
Maitravers was thought by many to be his greatest. He was an 
M.P., on the eve of a career as a successful dramatist, and 
v/ould be offered a baronetcy in the next year.
M. Sadleir’s Bulwer and his wife, 1933, looked for the per­
sonal motives behind Thackeray’s attacks, and was concerned 
only with the unfavourable light in which they placed 
Thackeray’s character. S.N. Smith’s "In defence of Thack­
eray," in Nineteenth Century 7.33, defended the attacks as 
a genuine, if over-violently-expressed, critical reaction.
M. Thrall’s Rebellious Fraser’s, 1933, made the same defence 
of Fraser’s campaign in general. These remained the two
opposing attitudes, L. Stevenson’s The Showman of Vanity Fhir, 
1947, and J.Y.T. Greig’s Thackeray; a Reconsideration, l95l, 
supporting the personal envy view, and J.Y/. Dodds’s Thackemy 
a critical portrait, 1941, and Sadleir’s recantation article 
in the Trollopian 9.47. that of the critical .reaction. G.N. 
Ray’s Thackeray; the uses of adversity, 1955, ix.240-4 sum­
marizes the case for critical reaction, regretting the 
personalities of the earlier attacks but stressing their 
importance as a guide to Thackeray’s literary opinions.
None of these, however, consider the actual works and bur­
lesques involved in any detail, mentioning Thackeray’s 
reasons for attacking Bulwer only in general, and not in
relation to specific themes and types of novel, and the 
effect of the attacks on both writers has only been generalE 
indicated.
It was at this point that Thackeray’s attacks began and, 
whatever effect they may have had, they did not have the 
ultimate one of silencing Bulwer. In 1873, ten years after 
Thackeray’s death, he v;as still in the forefront of the 
literary scene, having progressed, by a beautiful convention­
ality which must have delighted him^ from enfant terrible to 
Grand Old Man. The foppish young satirist who jibed at 
society, the government, and the other powers that be, had 
become an aged fount of mellow lore, apparently sure of a 
place in what he had once called ’the grand Pantheon’  ^of 
Immortality. His fictional literary man,/Ernest Maltravers, 
could not have done it better. In 1850 Fraser’s was already 
speaking of Bulwer as a national institution:
Even as Englishmen feel about England, even as 
midshipmen about the navy, so we feel about Sir 
E.B. Lytton, We like no-one to abuse him but 
ourselves.2
In 1873 the theme of Blackwood’s obituary, that Bulwer had a 
special hold on the public, because he had grovm up with the 
age, sharing both its youthful follies, and its maturer spirit, 
was a fairly general one. For forty-five years Bulwer ;
had kept in the public eye, as novelist, dramatist, less 
successfully as poet, as man of the world and dandy, as M.P.,
 ^ Ernest Maltravers. First edition. II.v.5.148. 
 ^ 1.50. "Sir E.B. Lytton and Mrs Grundy."
 ^ 3.73.
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political pamphleteer, and in 1858-9 as Secretary of State 
for the Colonies. His ideal, a suitably heroic one, v/as
I
the many-sided man. If Thackeray’s attacks were occasionally | 
uncalled-for, they were at least directed at a consistently 
public figure, on whose continuing success they had no 
influence. ' ^
Thackeray was Bulwer’s most persistent opponent, but 
attacks on Bulwer were a common feature of the literary scene '
long before Thackeray appeared; Bulwer’s choice of subjects, i
i
and the image he projected of himself in the heroes of his j
various novels, were controversial from Pelham on. Fraser’s
v/as the chief early opponent, and from 1830 to 1833 hardly
let a month pass without an attack on Bulwer; these ranged
in tone from the fair, if violently-put, criticism of Eugene
Aram in February 1832,^ to such abuse as:
I think of you as a young person whom nature p
intended for a footman, and pity you accordingly.
Thackeray, although he did not confine his attacks to Fraser’s,
was inheriting a tradition of hostility to Bulwer. The idea
of Sir Edward as a comic figure, as well as an enemy of good
literary standards, was not a new one either ; Fraser’s was
virulently humorous, but a note of risibility was apparent
in many of the more restrained or well-disposed reviews when
 ^ ’A good tale badly told."
? 12.31. Epistles to the literati
IS 1
they came to discuss the Bulwerian hero, the Eugene Aram or 
the Ernest Maltravers. Thackeray was building on an already 
existing hostile image of Bulwer.
Bulwer retained his place as a prominent literary figure, 
and as a controversial one, largely by his ability to turn 
from one genre of literature to another, as public taste 
demanded. He was acutely aware of popular taste and usually 
managed to forestall it. He dislikedbut almost always accepted 
criticism; Thackeray, along with the other reviewers of his 
day, was responsible for many revisions in Bulwer’s novels, 
and for the change from the grand to the domestic theme which 
turned Bulwer into a Grand Old Man.
Thackeray was constantly opposed to the sentimentality 
and unreality of the various types of novel popular in the 
1830's and 1840's, and in Punch's Prize Novelists he attacked 
some of these types. Bulwer, a popular novelist in several 
fields for the last twenty years, naturally held pride of 
place in the burlesques. This was the culmination of 
Thackeray's attack on him, and the main attack had covered 
four different fields, the Newgate novel, the fashionable 
novel, the historical novel, and the semi-autobiographical 
Ernest Maltravers. By looking at Thackeray's individual 
attitudes to these genres, his reason for hostility to Bulwer 
can clearly be seen.
Of these the Newgate novel controversy was the most
Msensational but perhaps the least revealing. Bulwer, with 
memories of The Beggar's Opera and Caleb Williams, originated 
the form in 1830 with his highwayman novel, Paul Clifford, 
a light romance about a dashing robber, making some criticism 
of the penal code. He thus became the founder of the select, 
but,highly controversial, Newgate school where he was later 
joined by Dickens and Ainsworth. The Newgate novel was 
immensely popular, and showed Bulwer's talent for forestalling 
public taste, but it attracted much abuse. Many people, 
Thackeray included, disliked the idea of a novel with a 
criminal as the central figure, although Thackeray rested 
his main argument on the inevitabl;e improbability of any 
writer's picture of the criminal underworld.
The Newgate controversy was at its height in 1839-40, 
when Bulwer v/as chiefly occupied as a dramatist. Eugene 
Aram was severi years away, and the arguments, including 
Thackeray's in Catherine, centred on Harrison Ainsworth. In
the 1840's the popularity of the Newgate novel waned, and 
Bulwer's third effort in the genre, Lucretia, in 1846, was, 
for Bulwer, a comparative failure. Thackeray burlesqued 
Eugene Aram in "George de Barnwell," but the attack was 
concerned with the phoney heroics of the Bulwerian great 
man, not with the underworld of the typical Newgate novel. 
Thackeray's lack of sympathy for the Newgate novel in general, 
renders it less easy, in his attacks in this field, to see
jo
how Bulwer in particular offended his ideals of novel-writing.
Much more central to the main attack is the fashionable 
novel.  ^Three of the Prize Novels dealt with this popular 
genre, and it was here that Bulwer made his name. The 
popularity of the fashionable novel begun in the late 1820's, 
continued for the next two decades, although soon after its 
arrival the press, analysing the reasons for its sudden 
triumphant rise, were deploring the vulgar and snobbish public 
attitudes its popularity betrayed.^  It catered for an 
insatiable middle-class desire to know how high society lived, 
and, carried to its logical extreme, would have been very
r
like the samples Thackeray gives in "A plan for a prig'e novel, "i 
with the wares of different manufacturers advertised in each 
paragraph.
Y/hen Bulwer in 1828 offered Pelham to Henry Colburn, the 
chief publisher of fashionable novels, the genre was already 
well established. Theodore Hook's Sayingsand Doings of 
1824, a series of society tales v/ith a moral, was the first 
silver-fork novel of note, and by 1828 a vast number of 
ephemeral novels about the London season had come and gone.
Mra Gore, the most prolific and long-lived of the fashionable
1
Examples are: Blackwood's. 9.31. Noctes Ambrosianae.
Westminster. 1.29. Review of Pelham and 
The ^ Bisowned.
Fraser ' s. 4.30. Review of The Hominie ' s 
legacy and 6.30 Review of Bulwer's novels
 ^ Works. VIII,175-7.
novelists, was already launched on her successful career, 
although her greatest success, Cecil, did not appear until 
1841, and the political variants of the form, R.P. Ward's 
Tremaine and Disraeli's Vivien Grey, had already appeared. 
Bulwer wrote Pelham for money,^ hut he also intended it as 
a satire on society. These satirical intentions did not 
stop it from becoming the most successful and acclaimed of 
the fashionable novels; it was viewed as a guide-book to 
high society, and had far-reaching effects on men's evening 
wear.^
Bulwer never again v/rote a novel dealing solely with 
society and the season, and, indeed, in 1833, contributed 
his ov/n analysis of the reasons for the fashionable novel's 
popularity, in England and the English. Pelham, however, 
remained the fashionable novel par excellence; Cecil followed 
its manner closely, and Thackeray, although he never attacked 
it at length, often refers to it, notably when introducing 
his footman, Jeames de la Pluche, into high society. Vanity 
Pair was published twenty years after Pelham, but in comparing 
its genuinely satirical treatment of society with Bulwer's 
cautiously entertaining attempt at the same treatment, the 
contrasting aims of the two writers are clear.
see below 19^
2
see below St.
Thackeray seldom attacked Bulwer's historical novels, 
but he makes a few slighting references to them, and in their 
view of history, Bulwer favouring the ultra-grand theme and 
Thackeray the domestic, they were poles apart. Bulwer's 
first historical novel, Devereux, which appeared in 1829, 
was one of his less successful books, although its impact 
on Thackeray, who burlesqued it eighteen years later in 
"George de Barnwell," and treated a very similar theme in 
Henry Esmond, was considerable. The historical novel at 
the time was still a very popular genre; Scott was still 
writing and he had a host of imitators, the most notable 
of whom at the time was Horace Smith, whose Brambletye House 
of 1826, was one of the chief targets of Maginn's Whitehall 
of 1827, a burlesque of the historical novels of the day. 
G.P.R. James, of the two horsemen, the Mrs Gore of the 
historical novel, had begun his long, prolific career.
Although Devereux was not a success, the two Italian 
romances of the 1830's. The last Bays of Pompeii and Rienzi, 
gained for Bulwer an even wider public, and aroused some 
of the most extravagant acclamation any book of his was ever 
to receive. The popularity of the historical novel continued 
into the early 1840's, when Harrison Ainsworth was v/riting 
his series of topographical historical romances, and when 
Bulwer produced another success. The Last of the Barons. By 
the end of the decade, however, it had fallen out of fashion.
oi3
and the comparative failure of Harold in 1848, follov/ing 
that of Lucretia at the end of 1846, proved that it was the 
domestic, not the grand, theme which readers demanded. 
Thackeray's own domestic historical novel, Henry Esmond, 
shov/ed how much he had learned from the exponents of the 
grand historical theme.
The fourth aspect of Thackeray's attack on Bulwer is his 
attitude to Ernest Maitravers and Alice. These novels of 
1837-8 belonged to no particular genre; they were inspired 
by Wilhelm Meister, and drew a heroic picture of the career 
of a contemporary writer and politician. Bulwer denied, 
against all the evidence, that he stood for the portrait.
The large claims he made for the searching morality and 
philosophical truth of these two books annoyed Thackeray 
perhaps more than any other work of BulwerIs; he wrote three 
scathing reviews of them when they came out and several times 
harked back to them. The nature of the subject also con­
trasted the tv/o men's attitudes to their profession as well 
as to contemporary life, and in Pendennis Thackeray produced 
his own fictional working-out of the same themes.
In 1847 the major phase of the Thackeray-Bulwer antagon­
ism came to an end. "George de Barnwell" perhaps proved the 
final èitraw which decided Bulwer to turn to the domestic 
subject. He was always extraordinarily affected by critical 
opinion, and the results of this latest turn, the Caxton
novels, were a new triumph for him.^ If this was the only 
result of the long-drawn-out attack, it would he a doubtful 
gain; The Paxtons and My Novel did allow Bulwer to use his 
talent for social observation to a greater extent than before, 
but these cosy, whimsical scenes of domestic life, carefully 
tailored to popular taste, suffered from the same unreality 
as the earlier, grand themes. The important effect of the 
attacks was on Thackeray.
In the decade before 184-7 he v/as forming his own opinions 
of v/hat a novel should be by reading and criticizing current 
examples. He constantly attacked the sentimentality and 
unreality and phoney grandeur of popular novels of the time, 
for most of them offended against his rule that a novel 
should first be a true picture of life. In helping him to 
formulate this criterion and adhere to it in his books,
Bulwer's novels were valuable. Bulwer was a dominant figure 
throughout the period, and he experimented in several genres. 
He was not just a bad v/riter; he v/as a bad writer who
The Leader 8.9.55. saw Bulwer as turning to the realistic 
school of novels which Thackeray had made popular: "There
is the same difference between a book of his [Thackeray's] 
and of Bulwer's, for instance, as there is between a ball 
and a masquerade. The figures at the ball are good, real 
people ; at the masquerade there is life enough and brilli­
ancy and pleasure, but everything is somehow unreal, Sir 
Edward ... seems to be coming round to our opinion. In 
his latest works he is much more real and truthful, and he 
has given his reputation a fresh lease in consequence."
The Westminster 7.73. reviev/ing Kenelm Chillingly complained
that it imitated Thackeray which, if true, would have been 
the crowning irony.
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commanded much respect from many quarters, and his invariable 
application of sentimentality to promising, and even original^ 
themes made him the most striking example cur-rent of the 
danger of following second-hand fictional conventions, rather 
than ones own observation.
Thackeray had admired Bulv/er's first three novels, and, 
as he had progressed from admiration to dislike, he had a 
clearer picture of Bulwer^s talents than a more one-sided 
view would have given him. Throughout his life he seems to 
have read Bulwer * s works very soon after they appeared; 
Bulwer’s powers, though always indestructibly the same, could 
'be seen in different lights as he applied them in each book 
to a separate theme. Of the pre-1847 novels he makes some 
reference to, and therefore presumably had read, all but the 
two minor novels, Leila, and The Pilgrims of the Rhine, and 
Godolphin and it seems unlikely that he missed the latter, 
as it dealt with fashionable life. He also follov/ed Bulwer»s 
v;ork in other fields, prose non-fiction, poetry, drama, 
pamphleteering. All of these expressed the heroic ideal, 
and in reading and attacking them Thackeray was undertaking 
the destruction necessary for such an opponent of established 
fictional conventions, before producing his oto ansv/er to 
them. The ideals which governed his own novels are quite 
clear in his attacks on his chief chosen victim, Bulwer.
3!o
CHAPTER I 
The Newgate Novel
Thackeray, for his fullest attack on Bulwer, "George 
de Barnwell," chose a criminal subject. This burlesque was 
not only the culmination of his attacks on Bulwer, but of 
his campaign against the Newgate novel in general. It was 
the Newgate novel, which, of all the different genres Bulwer 
attempted, aroused the most controversy; though the Bulwerian 
hero and the Bulwerian style were usually under attack from 
some quarter, it was the cries of immorality aroused by 
Eugene Aram which made the most noise.
It was Bulwer who created the genre with his fifth 
novel, Paul Clifford, which appeared in May 1850. Praised 
by Godwin who had created an earlier outcast and victim of 
the law in Caleb Williams,^  devoured by the public who were 
ready for a second edition by August, it was to count among 
its successors Oliver Twist and the highwayman novels of
Harrison Ainsworth, and stretch out across the century into
2
a line of penny dreadfuls.
Bulwer had apparently made some expeditions into London’s
1
2
Life and letters. II.vii.13.258.
In 1868 J.H. Priswell wrote to Bulwer that an attack 
he had made on thieves* literature for its bad effect on 
the young was confined to the penny numbers, which 
included three Paul Cliffords. L.H. Priswell. James Hain 
Priswell: a memoir. 1898.
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underworld,^ and the information he had gathered there about 
thieves* cant, and the social habits of the English criminal, 
he had utilized in an episode of Pelham. He was to use it 
in several more novels ; the heroine of Ernest Maltravers 
is a burglar’s daughter, the hero of Night and Morning, for 
a short time, a coiner, but when in 1847 Bulwer wrote his 
defence of his criminal fiction, A Word to the public, he 
chose to defend only those three wholly concerned with 
criminal subjects, Paul Clifford, Eugene Aram, and Lucretia.
Aram appeared in the December àf 1831, and aroused
the stormiest controversy that even Bulwer was ever to
encounter, although, with the public, it was one of his
most successful works:
If none of my prose works have been so attacked 
as EUGENE ARAM, none have so completely triumphed 
over attack.2
he wrote in 1849. Lucretia. appearing in 1846, sold well, 
like almost all Bulwer*s novels, but received an almost 
universally bad press. This reception, with "George de 
Barnwell" following hard on its heels, finally made Bulwer 
decide to forsake the high tragedy of the gallows and the 
hulks for the middle-class social comedy of the Caxton 
family series, which, by this time, suited the public better.
Life and letters. I.iii.6.
2
Eugene Aram. 1849 Preface.xv.
This decision was perhaps the hardest Bulwer, an adroit and 
immensely successful gauger of popular taste, ever had to 
take about his novels. In 1838 he wrote:
. In the portraiture of evil and criminal characters 
lies the widest scope for an author profoundly 
versed in the philosophy of the human heart.
In all countries, in all times, the delineation 
of crime has been consecrated to the highest 
order of poetry.^
It was hard for a man who wanted to bring to the novel the
sublimity of Sophocles and Shakespeare to find that public
and critics alike would prefer the "dexterously brewed & f
2
bottled small beer" of English provincial life.
Apart from his ambition to write a prose Macbeth, there
was the attraction of the outcast, holding something of the
same usefulness for the novelist as the equally footloose
and untrammelled members of the aristocracy. As Anne.
Moz^ley wrote of Bulwer*s novels in 1859:
If people are not in the fashionable world,or 
have it not within their reach, the only mode in 
which they can afford worthy subject of specu­
lation to the student is to become altogether 
outcast.5
This fascination with the outcast comes over very clearly 
in Bulwer*s autobiography, the longest single episode of 
which deals with a walking holiday in the north of Britain,
^ Monthly Chronicle. "On art in fiction." 3.38.
^ Letters. To Mrs Carmichael-Smyth. 25i8.3.53.0 2i».(..
Bentley * s Quarterly. 3.59. "Novels by Sir Edward Bulwer 
Lytton."
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when Bulwer encountered, in rapid succession, two Lake
District murderers, a Scottish thief, and a hand of gipsies*^
As a constant seeker for new themes, and indeed as a
liberal politician, Bulwer was naturally concerned to examine
the position of the criminal in his day; there he must find
his tragic theme. Bulwer*s ideas, expressed in prefaces
and articles, about treating crime as a social problem, or
analyzing the criminal mind, sound promising, but his tragedy
ambitions led him to romanticize them out of sight:
But in these, our times, the Artisan hath his 
voice as well as the Monarch. The people To-Day 
is King, and we chronicle his woes, as They of old 
did the sacrifice of the princely Iphigenia, or 
the fate of the crowned Agamemnon.2
is a fair enough paraphrase of A Word to the ^ b l i c  in the 
light of the novels which that pamphlet was defending.
Bulwer forced every character, every problem, into a senti­
mental fictional stereotype; he covered a wide range of 
subjects but gave them all the same treatment. Thackeray, 
covering a much lesser range, used his own observation and 
not the conventional figures of the novel.
Even in non-fiction, Bulwer * s addiction to well-known 
fictional types was clear. In 1833, in his survey of 
English life, England and the English, he attempted to review
Life ^ d  letters. I.iii.3-8. The gipsies appeared in 
The bisownedV Æ e  thief in Pelham, the murderers in 
Ernest Maitravers.
Works. VIII.84. "George de Barnwell."
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all the problems and diseases of English social life from the
snobbery of the fashionable world to the intemperance of
the working-classes. One might have expected to hear of
the criminal classes from the author of Paul Clifford, but,
in fact, they make only one appearance, in the person of
the loveable English burglar:
You must know, by the way, that the English thief 
has many more amusements than any other class, 
save the aristocracy; he has balls, hot suppers, 
theatres, and affaires du coeur all at his command; 
and he is eminently social - a jolly fellow to 
the core; if he is hanged,he does not take it 
to heart like the Pitzroys; he has lived merrily, 
and he dies game.l
This is the romantic outcast in his comic aspect, the
progenitor of Harrison Ainsworth’s cheerful rogues, his
similarity to the gay, aristocratic classes clearly marked,
one of those "dandy, poetical, rose-water thieves" who
"live like gentlemen, and sing the pleasantest ballads in 
2
the world." We hear nothing of any other aspect of the 
criminal classes.
This is a striking omission in the father of the Newgate 
novel, to whose Paul Clifford Dickens admitted his indebted­
ness.^ When Clifford first appeared in 1830, however, it 
was not its criminal passages which aroused the most comment.
^ I.i;5.125. 1833. (Second edition). Pitzroy is Bulwer’s
name for a confidence trickster.
2
Works. 111.46. Catherine.
^ Oliver Twist. Preface to 18W  edition.
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indeed they roused little comment at all. The book was
primarily intended as a satire on the politics of the day;
William Jerdan, editor of the Literary Gazette, had suggested
to Bulwer that he produce a modern equivalent of The Beggar’s
Opera,^ and Bulwer combined a romantic tale about a dashing
highwayman with some satire of the great of the day, including
George IV and Wellington as the highwaymen. Gentleman George
and Fighting Athe. It was this satire which largely
engaged the attention of Bulwer and of his critics; it
aroused most attack and the most revised chapter was that
where Paul first meets Gentleman George and his gang. When
the second edition came out George IV had died, and Bulwer
2
inserted some references to his successor. Mariner Bill,
•5
and wrote a long satirical elegy for him. In 1835 these 
were removed; the main strength of Clifford no longer lay 
in its topical satire.
Bulwerms also concerned with the criminal as a subject 
for romance, and, at this point, was not mentioning the 
deep psychological and sociological possibilities of his 
theme. His only comment in his first edition preface, apart 
from drawing attention to his use of thieves’ cant, is:
i8Sa-3 ^ w. Jerdan. The Autobiography of W.J./'lV.xi.
ix.ll2 in second edition.
 ^ xxxvi.451-6. A character of Fighting Attfe was also 
included. The 1840 edition restored these in an
appendix.
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The Hero of the story is an attempt to portray an 
individual of a species of which the country is now 
happily rid, but which seem to me to have possessed 
as many of the real properties of romance, especially 
comic and natural romance, as the foreign Carbonari 
and exotic pirates whom it has pleased English 
writers, in search of captivating villains, to 
import to their pages. For my part, I will back 
and English highwayman, masked, armed, mounted, 
and trotting over Hoqêlow Heath, against the 
prettiest rascal the Continent ever produced.-^
This charming burst of patriotism gave way, in 1840, by
which time Oliver Twist had shown the possibilities of the
Newgate novel as a social novel, and Ainsworth had brought
discredit on the genre by his exploitation of the "captivating
villains" of the British underworld, to the announcement
that Clifford’s aim had been:
to draw attention to two errors in our penal 
institutions, viz. a vicious Prison-discipline 
and a sanguinary Criminal Code, - the habit of 
first corrupting the boy by the very punishment 
that ought to redeem him, and then hanging the 
man, at the first occasion, as the easiest way 
of getting rid of our own blunders.2
By 1848 Bulwer was claiming yet more for his romance:
the Novel of Paul Clifford is a loud cry to society 
to amend the circumstance - to redeem the victim.
It is an appeal from Humanity to Law. And, in 
this, if it could not pretend to influence or 
guide the temper of the times, it was at least 
a foresign of a coming change. ... The shadow 
of the sun is cast on the still surface of litera­
ture, long before the light penetrates i«to law.
But it is ever from the sun that the shadow falls, 
and the moment we see the shadow, we may be
^ Dedicatory epistle. The 1840 edition rostorod thooe--in 
on append-ix.
^ Preface to 1840 edition, viii.
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certain of the light
Back in 1830, however, the penal code was only one of
many established institutions at which Bulwer, in the enfant
terrible mood of Pelham, was taking potshots. The government,
the royal family, fashionable society, the press in general
and Scottish editors and the Athenaeum in particular. Lord
Byron, public charities and subscriptions, were all under
attack, against a romantic background of highway robbery in
the last century. Paul suffers from the penal code, but
the spirit of topical satire prevails, and the criminal who
corrupts him in the prison to which he is unjustly sent is
not intended as a realistic portrait of a criminal, but as
a satire on the Whigs. The second edition contained an
2appendix, a mock "treatise on social frauds," and it was
as a general satire on these, rather than as a study of
criminal life, that it was first received.
The romantic highway robbery scenes were admired, but
not for their sociological tendencies. Hazlitt wrote:
I have got the new paraphrase on The Beggar’s 
Opera, arrt fairly embarked on it; and at *EEe 
end of the first volume, where I am galloping 
across the heath with the three highwaymen, 
while the moon is shining full upon them, feel 
my nerves so braced and my spirits so exhilarated 
that, to say truth, I am scarce sorry for the 
occasion that has thrown me upon the work and the 
author.3
1
2
Preface to 1848 edition, ix-x.
Entitled "Tomlinsoniana."
Centenary edition of complete works. Edited P.P. Howe.*430 
V o l . XVII.3-]^,"The sick chamber.
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Bulwer had taken up a comparatively unexplored subject, but 
it was, unfortunately, the "dandy, poetical, rose-water 
thieves" he created who dominated the scene, and when Paul 
sang:
OhI there never was life like the Robber’s - so 
Jolly, and bold,and free;
And its end - why, a cheer from the crowd below. 
And a leap from a leafless treel^
he was paving the way for Harrison Ainsworth.
If the criminal portions of Clifford aroused little
comment, except for an occasional objection to the thieves’
2 3
cant, the "Ruffle your clod, and beladle your glumbanions"^
style which Thackeray was to burlesque in Vanity Fair, the
reception of Eugene Aram amply made up for this. Aram
was Bulwer’8 first attempt at the poetry of Crime, and in
1849 he was still describing it as "amongst the best of my
fictions."^ In his article,"On art in fiction^ in 1838,
Bulwer devoted a great deal of space to the treatment of the
criminal in fiction, and the opportunities this subject
offered for subtle character analysis, and high tragedy:
The veriest criminal has some touch and remnant 
of human goodness; and it is according as th4s 
sympathy between the outcast and ourselves is 
indicated or insinuated, that the author profanes 
or masters the noblest mysteries of his art
1
2
3
4
xi.l28.
From the Athenaeum. 15.5.30. and the Atlas. 23.5.30.
Works. XI. Vanity Fair. 882. Appendix. Omitted after 
first edition.
Eugene Aram. Preface to 1849 edition.xvii.
5 Monthly Chronicle# "On art in fiction." 3.38.
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Bulwer saw Aram and Lucretia, as he explains in A word to
the public, as examinations of the criminal psychology and
revelations of the eternal presence of Evil from the days
of CEdipus on. He can talk plausibly and interestingly of
his aims, of his analysis of the growth of evil through the
pressures of modern civilization:
I searched for that lesson as a physician may 
watch some fearful disease, so rare indeed in 
itself, that his dq^tions might never be applied 
to one precisely similar, but which,if comprehended 
and detailed, might add to the general stores of 
pathology, and unravel some of the more mysterious 
complications of the human frame.^
or of his belief that crime was the subject with which
modern literature would come to greatness:
In Melodrame are the Seeds of the new Tragedy: 
as in Ballads lay the Seeds of Modern Poetry.^
Ominously the earlier sentence is follov/ed by a list of
those characters in whom Bulwer traced the disease to help
him in his analysis of modern crime, Nero, Richard III,
Cesare Borgia. Evil to Bulwer was romantic, colourful,
historic; it was not the result of modern conditions, nor
was it sordid criminals condemned in modern prisons. It
was the Borgia, the Medici, the Visconti, it was lago and
Richard III, it was the poisoned glove and the stiletto in
the dark, Manfred and Cain and Lucifer, Son of the Morning.
^ A Word to the Public. 45.
^ England and the English. Second edition.II.iv.5.133#
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In all his novels he is fascinated by the romantic aspect
of the intellectual criminal:
through their cultivation itself we could arrive 
at the secret of the ruthless and atrocious 
pre-eminence in evil these Children of Night 
had attained.1
he wrote of the villains of Lucretia.
Eugene Aram, the celebrated eighteenth-century scholar
and murderer, who worked on a history of Celtic languages,
and delivered a celebrated defence at his trial for murder
with robbery, fell naturally^ to hand. His story was already
well-known even before Thomas Hood’s poem The 3ream of
Eugene Aram had awakened still greater public interest in
him. Bulwer intended at first to present the story in a
tragic drama, and the resulting fragment was first published
with the 1833 edition of the novel. Thackeray duly noted
the first scene which began with the cry of one of Aram’s
creditors:
I must be paid. Three moons have flitted since 
You pledged your word to me.^
and commented in Catherine on "those bills at three ’’moons’’ 
after date which Sir Edward has rendered immortal.’*
Bulwer turned to the novel form and set about turning 
the historical facts into sentimental fictional versions.
Lucretia. Preface to first edition.viii.
2
Eugene Aram. A tragedy.407•
^ Works. III.115. Catherine.viii.
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The difference between these facts and his account of them 
K3.A strikingly illustrates his addiction to fiction/"above reality# 
The struggling school-usher who killed a man for his money 
in 1744, and fifteen years later was arrested and condemned 
for the murder, became a solitary hermit of giant intellect 
who sacrificed a man to gain means to pursue learning, and, 
at his trial, pleaded "Not guilty" only to spare the sensi­
bilities of his fiancee. This fiancee was an addition of 
Bulwer*s; Aram’s wife Anna, who gave evidence against her 
husband at the trial and deposed that he had attempted to 
kill her as well as his victim, was removed from the story. 
Instead Bulwer placed Aram in a situation lifted straight 
from Scott’s The firate, complete with gay blonde and grave 
brunette sisters, juvenile lead, garrulous family dependent, 
and prophetic hag. The situation was complicated by making 
Aram’s brunette fiancee the niece of the man he had murdered. 
Bulwer changed Aram’s famous defence speech, considerably, 
and quite unnecessarily, as Aram’s sense of the dramatic 
was rather better developed; his confession he altered out 
of all recognition. This last was the main means by which 
the historical criminal became the usual Bulwerian hero, noble, 
solitary, eloquent and intellectual.
This treatment of a well-documented crime of the last 
century as high tragedy aroused a storm, especially the 
confession scene, in which Bulwer yielded to his fondness
3%
for dramatic effect and fine words, however irrelevant, 
and for the glamour of the intellectual villain. The 
Edinburgh expressed the general critical reaction in measured 
tones:
Making every allowance for our ignorance of the 
many unexplored recesses of the heartland the 
strange contradictions which real life does 
occasionally present, we must say we find it 
altogether impossible to reconcile ourselves to 
the idea of an enthusiastic scholar committing 
murder, with an eye to the interests of science, 
and commencing his career of social improvement 
by helping himself to the purse of the first person 
who appears to him useless or detrimental to 
society.1
Bulwer’s most inveterate enemy, Fraser’s, splendidly crying
It is not for the imps of darkness to imitate 
the AnitKim of Hell.'
placed Aram’s character in a more ludicrous light:
Eugene Aram is no longer toiling amidst the 
unpoetical and depressing realities of a low day 
school, earning a scanty subsistence by flogging 
the ungainly urchins of a provincial town, but 
metamorphosed into a recluse scholar, dwelling 
apart from the world, though sought out by visitors 
from every quarter of the globe ... He is Manfred, 
un etktsphering Pluto and out watching the bear ...
And, anon, in chiVaklc mood, he discomfits raging 
bulls and rescues villagers from winter foods
Aram’s metamorphosis into a Byronic hero did not displease
everyone. The Spectator said of him:
His solitary sufferings are the agonies of a 
demigod; it is Prometheus and the Vulture; and 
far, very far, above either the remorse e-f tfee
^ 4.32.
^ 2.32. "A good tale badly told."
or the apprehension of poor Eugene Aram of 
Knareshorough. In this we see nothing to blame; 
we are merely informing our readers that Mr 
BUlWEiR’S tale is far more like Manfred than the 
Newgate Calendar - a compliment certainlyp though 
not of the kind that will contribute, in these 
days, to the sale of the book.I
The sales, however, did not suffer. Meanwhile Thackeray
who was to devote a fair amount of writing to the idea that
it was better to read in the Newgate Calendar than about
Promethean agonies wrote in his diary:
Read Eugene Aram but was much disappointed (as 
usual) It is a very forced & absurd taste to 
elevate a murderer for money into a hero - The 
sentiments are very eloquent clap-trap. There 
is no new character (except perhaps the Corporal)
& no incident at all - Aram’s confession is 
disgusting, it would have been better, more romantick 
at least, to have made him actuated by revenge 
hatred jealousy or any passion except avarice, wh. 
is^more at variance with the character given him 
in the Novel, than wd have been a hotter & (as
we suppose) a noble passion - The book is in
fact humbug, when my novel is written it will be 
something better I trust -2
Thackeray had admired Bulwer’s earlier novels, but now: he
was disillusioned. He is already opposing his different
ideals of novel-writing to Bulwer’s, and the time was not
far off when he would establish Bulwer as the arch-enemy, the
worst sinner in the school of pretentious, unreal fiction.
Bulwer made one more attempt at the heroic portrayal 
of crime, in 1846 with what Thackeray called "his most
^ 7.1.32.
^ Letters. Diary. 6.5.32. 1.198.
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appalling and arsenical novel of Lucretia,"^ but the days of
the Newgate novel were over. The story was based on the
well-known case of Thomas Wainewright who murdered his
sister-in-law for her life insurance, a story which Dickens
2
also utilized, but here again a sordid case is romanticized 
almost out of recognition. The characters spout classical 
references in the thick poisoned atmosphere of the costume 
melodrama:
Confound these,doors I none close as they ought 
in this house.
complains one character, while upstairs in his laboratory 
his father gloats over tales of the poisoning orgies of the 
fifteenth-century Italy, "the Saturnalia of the W e a k , a n d  
his stepmother murmurs to her poisoned ring. "Dumb token of
5
Cesare Borgiai" as she starts her foul progress towards 
her niece’s life-insurance.
If Bulwer had written Lucretia some ten years earlier, 
set it in its true spiritual home, the Renaissance Italy of 
costume melodrama, and called it The Last of the Borgias, 
it might well have attained the success of that other Italian 
costume-piece Rienzi. For once his usually impeccable
1
2
3
4
5
Works. VI.589* "A grumble about the Christmas books." 
In Hunted 3 o w n . 1859.
I. Epilogue. 185.
I. Epilogue. 169.
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timing was out. Lucretia received a very bad press, and 
the Examiner, seeking to say a good word for it, significantly 
quoted those passages which showed Bulwer grappling with the 
spirit of the age, a dash at social realism with the 
character of the crossing-sweeper, or, as Bulwer put it,
"the Sweeper of the Crossing,"^ "sickly, miserable, rickety
2
offspring" of "the great monster, London," a touch of
middle-class uplift with the account of the Vicarage children
?
"at their posts in the world," an attempt to catch the 
essence of mid-nineteenth-century London with the description 
of suburban clerks and nursery maids in Kensington Gardens,^ 
Lucretia’8 exploration into "the vaults and caverns
5
of the social state" did not even hold the public as Aram 
had done. In an attempt to make it more popular Bulwer, in 
the 1853 edition, allowed the heroine, the girl with the 
life-insurance, to live, although in A Word to the public 
he had reminded the critics of her death with rebuke that 
poetic justice goes beyond the grave. In his pamphlet he 
also claimed that details of the victim’s symptoms were 
necessary to create revulsion, with the rather pathetic 
rider that his colourless, tasteless, untraceable poisons
1
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11.1.209. Examiner. 5.12.46.
11.1.210.
II.prologue.196.
I.vii.112-3.
II.epilogue.429.
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could not be bought by his readers at the nearest chemist’s, 
but 1853 saw the omission of the two chief offending 
passages.^
"George de Barnwell," appearing in Punch during April 
1847, followed hard on A Word to the public which was pub­
lished at the end of January. It was Thackeray’s most 
complete attack on Bulwer, but earlier, in the time when the 
lightsome brutality of Jack Sheppard, son of Paul Clifford, 
had raised the Newgate controversy to its height, he had 
included Bulwer’s criminal novels in the burlesque, Catherine.
This ran in Fraser’s from May 1839 to February 1840, parallel
2
to the run of Jack Sheppard in Bentley’s Miscellany, and 
included Bulwer and Dickens, as well as Ainsworth in its 
attack. Ainsworth’s Dick Turpin story, Rookwood, had 
appeared in 1834, Oliver Twist ran in Bentley’s Miscellany 
from/ï.83^  and, though Bulwer was mainly occupied with 
dramatic work during the late 1830’s this revival of interest 
in Newgate themes brought Clifford and Aram to the public 
eye once more. Ainsworth’s highwaymen were a development 
of Paul Clifford; Bulwer’s later crime novels were written 
to expose tragedy and evil in modern life, but he seems to 
have used the highwayman theme of Clifford primarily for
Second edition. 1847.
III.XX.155. Omitted in KaS5.II.xxi.5S7.
III.XXV.233-4. Omitted in II.xxiv.4173.
1.39. to 2.40.
4 3
romantic purposes. Ainsworth coarsened this treatment and
completely omitted any suggestion that the penal system was
at fault, or that the reader should feel sympathy rather
than admiration for the criminal. His books were the chief
cause of Catherine; Jack Sheppard was played at four London
theatres,^ and the Examiner cited the cases of boys who
claimed that these plays had inspired them to a life of 
2
crime. Thackeray shared this feeling that Sheppard was
a dangerous example, and wrote to his mother:
they say that at the ' &obourg people are waiting 
about the lobbies, selling ShflgkAkd-feAftiB - a 
bag containing a few picklocks that isV a screw 
driver, and iron lever, one or two young gentlemen 
have already confessed how much they were indebted 
to Jack Sheppard who gave them ideas of pocket- 
picking and thieving wh. they never would have 
had but for the play.5
Bulwer*s more refined and/undramatized treatments of
criminal cases were unlikely to have effect on such people;
it was, however, the false and sentimental romanticizing of
criminals and its general offence against truth, rather than
the immediate dangerous example of the Newgate novels, with
which Thackeray was concerned. Bulwer*s falsifying might
be of a more high-faluting nature than Ainsworth’s but it
produced much the same effect. The glamour of Aram a»d
^ Letters. To Mrs Carmichael-Smyth. 1-2.12.39. 1.395.
^ 3.11.39. and 24.11.39. "Police."
^ Letters. To Mrs Carmichael-Smyth. 1-2.12.39. 1.395.
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and Sheppard must not he destroyed by anything so vulgar as
hanging. Ainsworth, to the fury of Forster, who, in his
scathing review of Sheppard, remarked:
The idea of Mr Sheppard, the heir-presumptive to 
a baronetcy, dying by hempseedl The nice 
imaginations of the book cannot tolerate it 
The gentility of a bullet is therefore called 
in aid.l
saved Sheppard from hanging by cutting him down and having 
him shot. This ridiculous piece of snobbery and sentiment­
alism is only a more blatant version of Aram’s Roman death;
he opens a vein and:
a bright triumphant smile flashed over his whole 
face. With that smile the haughty spirit passed 
away, and the law’s last indignity was wreaked 
upon a breathless c o r p s e  12
Bulwer had, of course, some justification because
historically Eugene Aram did attempt suicide, leaving a 
grandiloquent if confused defence behind him. Unfortunately 
he survived this attempt, an unromantic fact which Bulwer 
ignored. Perhaps he was really impressed by Aram’s 
dramatizing of his end, the theatrical attempt at grandeur 
in the last words and the earlier striking, if unsuccessful, 
speech at the trial, and accepted the criminal’s own romantic 
image of himself. Courvoisier also wrote his last words, 
confused and stuffed with scripture phraseology, but Thackeray,
Examiner. 3.11.39.
2
Eugene Aram, v.vii.392
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in "Going to see a man hanged,"^ presents these as the 
confusion of a man over whom the gallows loom. The main 
actor is a victim, not a tragic hero.
Thackeray constantly in Catherine derides the heroic
picture of a Newgate criminal which the novelists present and
their readers accept. The road to Tyburn is a triumph,
the last stage in the romantic lives of the "dandy, poetical,
rose-water thieves" who cracked jokes and sang songs in
2
"Mr Hayes’s back-parlour,":
I know not: and yet, in sooth, I can never pass
Cumberland Gate without a sigh, as I think of 
the gallant cavaliers who traversed that road 
in old time. Pious priests accompanied their 
triumphs; their chariots were surrounded by 
hosts of glittering javelin-men. As the slave
at the car of the Roman conqueror shouted,•Remember 
thou art mortalI* before the eyes of the British 
warrior rode the undertaker and his coffin, telling 
him that he too must diel5
It is the tone of the romantic historical novel, and from 
this Thackeray glides at once into a serious evocation of 
the Edgeware Road, and that sunny day in 1725 when Cat Hayes 
and her family jaunted off to Tyburn to see MacShane turned 
off. The romantic view of the Newgate novelist is juxta­
posed with the cheerful brutality of those who really 
attended and enjoyed the triumph. Brutality is inherent in 
the romanticism of the Newgate school; their heroes are
^ First appeared in Fraser’s. 8.40.
^ Works. III.115. Catherine.viii.5.
^ Works. III.116. Catherine.viii.
sentimentalized into real heroes and yet they are the victims
of the false public interest in criminal subjects:
Come up, then, fair Catherine, and brave count, - 
appear, gallant Brock, and faultless Billings, - 
hasten hither, honest John Hayes: the former
chapters are but flowers in which we have been 
decking you for the sacrifice; ascend to the altar, 
ye innocent lambs, and prepare for the final act; 
loi the knife is sharpened, and the sacrificer 
readyi Stretch your throats, sweet ones, - for 
our god, the public, is thirsty, and must have 
bloodil
The interest in Newgate novels is another side of that
interest which took the crowds to see Courvoisier hanged.
The sentimentality of these books is an unhealthy symptom,
and Thackeray included Bulwer with Ainsworth in spite of
Bulwer*s high-sounding protestations about tragedy and cries
to society. In his dislike of the falsity of the Newgate
novels he may sometimes overstate his case. Billings, he
declares, was born evil and nothing would have changed that,
and he disputes Maria Edgeworth’s idea that circumstances
2
and education affect evil. This is a reaction to the 
sentimentality of the Newgate school carried too far; Bulwer 
was much more given to believing in natural prodigies of evil 
than Thackeray was. All Thackeray’s characters are affected 
by circumstances; this passage gives the impression that he 
painted in black and white, instead of being the chief
^ Works. III.166. Catherine, xiii.
 ^ Works. III.98-100. Catherine, viii.
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opponent of such painting. He wrote in Esmond;
I have seen too much of success in life to take 
off my hat and huzza to it as it passes in its 
gilt coach; and would do my little part with my 
neighbours on foot, that they should not gape 
with too much wonder, nor applaud too loudly. Is 
it the Lord Mayor going in state to mince-pies 
and the Mansion House? Is it poor Jack of Newgate’s 
procession, with the sheriff and javelin-men, 
conducting him on his last journey to Tyburn? I 
look into my heart and think that I am as good as 
my Lord Mayor, and know I am as bad as Tyburn 
Jack. Give me a chain and red gown and a pudding 
before me, and I could play the part of alderman 
very well, and sentence Jack after dinner. Starve 
me, keep me from books and honest people, educate 
me to love dice, gin and pleasure, and put me on 
Hol^ I o w Heath, with a purse before me and I will 
take it. ’And I shall be deservedly hanged,* say 
you, wishing to put an end to this prosing. I 
don’t say no. I can’t but accept the world as 
I find it, including a rope’s end, as long as it 
is in fashion.1
In that sentimentalizing of criminals writers were not
presenting them realistically., not even in their virtues.
Thackeray had a better idea of the virtues of criminals, their
likeness to the rest of the world, than Bulwer:
Surely our novel-writers make a great mistake in 
divesting their rascals of all gentle human 
qualities; they have such - and the only sad 
point to think of is, in all private concerns of 
life, abstract feelings, and dealings with friends, 
and so on, how dreadfully like a rascal is to 
an honest man. The man who murdered the Italian 
boy set him first to play with his children, whom 
he loved, and who doubtless deplored his loss.2
^ Works. XIII. Henry Esmond.15-6. 
^ Works. III.78. Catherine, v.
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So Cat’s regret for the day when she walked along the 
Stratford road singing, and met Galgenstein, is presented 
as quite genuine; it is only the view the sentimental 
Newgate novelist would take of it, the Bulwer burlesque for 
the reunion between Cat and Galgenstein, and the ’’perfectly 
stilted and unnatural" style of the tryst in St. Margaret’s 
church-yard, which Thackeray presents as false.
Thackeray’s object was to present criminals in their 
true unsympathetic, unadmirable light; Cat’s story is 
sordid and cannot arouse a desire for emulation in any 
reader. The book is complicated by the fact that Thackeray’s 
presentation of the characters is frequently not what the 
commentary seems to demand. The presentation of criminals 
as pure villains demands a different kind of talent from 
Thackeray’s, probably someone a good deal more ruthless in 
his selection of the truths he would allow to come to life. 
Thackeray may say he will present villains beyond the pale 
of sympathy, but though his characters live sordid and 
unadmirable lives, they have something pathetic about them. 
They are victims, not heroes, of the public taste, which 
Thackeray exposes in its sentimental theatrical brutality 
in the last chapter, where the improbably Ainsworthian scene 
in the churchyard is followed by the Daily Post’s stark 
contemporary account of the crime, and by two mock-play-bills. 
This shows up the sentimentality of the Newgate novel in a
different way from the earlier realistic presentation of the
Hayes story, and it is this change of method which renders
Catherine less effective than**George de Barnwell/
* George de Barnwell"also concerns itself only with the
sentimentality and improbability of Bulwer*s treatment of
Newgate themes, which were indisputable, rather than with
the more vexed question as to whether those themes should be
treated at all:
The streetwalker may be a very virtuous person, 
and the robber as brave as Wellington; but it is 
better to leave them alone,, and their qualities, 
good bad.l
Thackeray’s dislike of such themes spring from his feeling
that, since writers could not present the criminal classes
truthfully they had better leave them alone. Men should
write only of what they knew, and not give sentimental
misrepresentations of ways of life with which they were not
acquainted. Of the members of London’s underworld he says:
We had better pass them by in decent silence; 
for, as no writer can or dare tell the WKgLi 
truth concerning them, and faithfully explain their 
vices, there is no need to give Bk-ÿARTE statements 
of their virtues.2
He frequently attacked the sentimental and ignorant portraits
of the lower-classes turned out by other writers. In ’’Half-
%
a-crown’s worth of cheap knowledge" he discusses the
^ Works. III.186. Catherine. "Another last chapter."
^ Works. 111.185-6. Catherine. "Another last chapter."
^ It appeared in Fraser’s 3.38. - Fraser’s was campaigning
literature of the London working-classes, about whom only
Boz has written convincingly; "Mr Bulwer’s low life, though
very amusing, is altogether fanciful."^ In his 1840 article
on Fielding he again brings forward his idea that in complying
with existing tastes and producing a criminal who must not
be immoral, Ainsworth has written:
a book quite absurd and unreal, and infinitely 
more immoral than anything Fielding ever wrote.
Jack Sheppard is immoral actually because it is
decorous.2
Thackeray saw danger in such sentimental expurgated portraits, 
and found even Dickens guilty of them. The unsentimental­
ized murder in "Going to see a man hanged" which appeared in 
Fraser* s in August 1840 is watched by an unsentimentalized 
prostitute. Dickens * s Nancy was not a truthful portrait :
He dare not tell the truth concerning such young 
ladies. They have, no doubt, virtues like other 
creatures; nay, their position engenders virtues 
that are not called into exercise among other 
women. But on these an honest painter of human 
nature has no right to dwell; not being able to 
paint the whole portrait, he has no right to present 
one or two favourable points as characterizing 
the whole; and therefore, in fact, had better leave 
the picture alone altogether.5
A brief glance at Bulwer’s sentimentalizing of prostitution
appeared, in the same year, in Fraser*s article, "William
Ainsworth and Jack Sheppard." Thackeray’s authorship of
^ Works. 1.155.
2 ----
Works. III.390. "Fielding’s works." 
^ Works. III.198.
this has not been established, but the point, that it is 
not helping the criminal to present him as hero, rather than 
as the victim of circumstances, is one Thackeray often made, 
and the nostalgic evocation of the eighteenth century is 
rather reminiscent of him. As in Catherine. Ernest 
Maltravers, which was not a Newgate novel, but which Thackeray 
detested, is included with the mention of two gangsters’: 
molls as "two Alice Mai traverses of Bulwerian romance.’^
Of the sentimental presenters of criminal life, Bulwer, 
with his romantic feeling for outcasts, stood foremost, 
but in 1840 Ainsworth was the centre of the Newgate con­
troversy. Much of Catherine attacks Ainsworth for his 
sensationalism rather than Bulwer, whose forte lay in 
theatrical effect rather than bloodthirsty description. 
Catherine fires a number of shots at Bulwer’s novels in 
general, and at not specifically criminal portions of the 
Newgate novels. Billings’s social life in London is 
reminiscent of the young Paul Clifford’s, and Brock’s 
sortie into high life of Clifford’s later career when he
p
was "at the top of the profession."
2.40. It is stated as being by the same writer as "Hints 
for a history of highwaymen" which appeared in Fraser’s 
3.34. The personal details in this article, though not 
necessarily to be taken as gospel, do not, however, fit 
Thackeray, and he does not elsewhere show any especial 
nostalgia for highwaymen. M. Thrall. Rebellious Fraser’s . 
254. assigns«rto Thackeray but only on internal evidence.
Paul Clifford, xxiv.381.
It was Eugene Aram, and not the less pretentious if
improbable Clifford, which Thackeray/disliked, and it was
Eugene Aram at which he chiefly aimed in "George de Barnwell,"
the attack which most successfully caught the high-sounding
absurdity of the Bulwer novel at its purplest* The Newgate
theme was presumably inspired by Bulwer’s revival of old times
with Lucretia. In any case. Bunch, from its beginning had
conducted a campaign against Newgate themes. Taking
Bulwer’s idea of "noblemen of nature" from The Lady of Lyons,
it had elevated Bill Sykes to the peerage in Tunch’s Peerage*}^
it had contrasted Aram’s real speeches at the trial with
Bulwer’s versions, in "Murderers as they are and murderers
2
as they ought to be," and been horrified by the way the 
memoirs of the French poisoner, Madame Laffarge, though 
non-fiction, were written with the "claptrap agony of a 
Bulwer." It had also conducted a campaign against the 
sensational Newgate drama of the day, so popular in the 
early ’40’s, with its "never omitted procession to the 
gallows. The crowning glory here was a harrowingly 
sentimental drama about Jack Ketch’s ill-fated love for
2.12.43.
5.2.42.
30.10.41. Review of The Memoirs of Madame Laffarge.
23.10.41. Review of the latest Newgate drama at 
Sadler’s Wells, Margaret Mayfield or the Murder of the 
lone farmhouse.
S3
Barbara Allen.^
Thackeray, meanwhile, had presented another portrait of 
an unsympathetic and unadmirable criminal type in Barry 
Lyndon in 1844. Barry was an answer to the romantic, 
swaggering heroes of Irish, Newgate and historical novels, 
but, unlike Catherine, the treatment was consistently 
serious, and there was no straying into burlesque. Except 
in so far as Barry was intended as the real person behind 
all sentimentalized criminal types, the book had little 
contact with Thackeray’s dislike of Bulwer. Barry is 
rather an exposure of the gay ruffians of Lever and Ainsworth, 
than of Bulwer’s sombre, self-righteous, intellectual heroes.
Eugene Aram had been a fairly popular subject for 
burlesque already. Fraser’s in its campaign in the 1830’s 
against Bulwer had produced a burlesque,‘'Elizabeth Brownrigge J 
which closely paralleled the plot of Aram and raised the 
brutal apprentice-beater, Mrs. Brownrigge, to the position
of a high-souled young beauty who justified her cruelty in
2
the most eloquent and persuasive terms. The Bon Gaultier 
Ballads also mocked the highminded murderer and made Bulwer
25.9.41. Review of Jack Ketch at Sadler’s Wells. Even 
Mrs. Brownrigge, whom the author of "Elizabeth Brownrigge" 
had selected, as the subject of a burlesque of Eugene 
Aram, because she was the most sordid criminal to hand, 
turned up in a drama, although, admittedly, the heroine
of the piece seems to have been her victim. Punch.
21.8.41. reviews Mary Clifford at the Victoria.
Fraser’s. 8-9.32.
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think:
Yes, I am he, who sung how Aram won 
The gentle ear of pensive Madeline I 
How love and murder hand in hand mjay run.
Cemented by philosophy serene,
And kisses bless the spot where gore has beeni 
Who breathed the melting sentiment of crime, n 
And for the assassin waked a sympathy sublime1
Blackwood* s , in its Hints to authors, produced an example
of the adventures of "honourable and highly religious
murderers," mainly aimed at Ainsworth, but burlesquing the
2
scene in Aram where the hero rides past a gibbet.
None of these, however, caught the essential speech 
of Bulwer; they were inclined to harp a little too much 
on the immorality of his novels, rather than catch the 
absurdity of the high-flown phrase and inappropriate 
sentiment. One of the advantages "George de Barnwell" 
had over Catherine was that it always followed the second 
rule, not the first. The later burlesque, though largely 
based on Aram, was probably inspired by Bulwer’s return to 
the Newgate novel with Lucretia, and by A Word to the public 
Thackeray writfc.efi the/burlesque by January 27th, 1847,
The Book of Ballads. Edited by Bon Gaultier. 1845.
*^ A midnight meditation." 36.
1.41. Hints to authors, i. On the impressive Fonblanqu-e.
Ironically the name of the pantomime presented with 
Bulwer’s first staged play. The Duchess de la Valliere, 
on its unsuccessful first night, 4.1.37» was Harlequin 
and Georgy Barnwell. Playbill quoted in C. Shgi;tuck. 
Bulwerand Macready.
Letters. To Albanyf©< % j-e* .
and Bulwer’s pamphlet appeared three days later. Presumably
Thackeray, always an indefatigable reader of Bulwer’s, got
hold of it fairly quickly, for his opening to the first
volume of ’’George de Barnwell" echoes it. Bulwer complains:
I am told, somewhat more definitely and precisely, 
that though crimes of a lofty order, rendered 
high and solemn by ancient tradition, and clad in 
the pomp of history, are fitting subjects for 
fiction, the crimes which occur in our own day 
and finish their career at the gallows or the 
hulks, are wholly to be banished from recital ... 
as if there weie no warning to be drawn from sins 
that are not ennobled by ermine emd purple; as 
if there were no terror in the condemned cell, 
no tragedy at the foot of the gallows 11
and again he explains that his aim was to :
expose in the humbler villain of our own day the 
same attributes of character, the same alliance of 
the sensual and the cruel, the effeminate and 
unsparing, which may startle us in the imperial 
poisoner and p&rricide of old. It is only ^the 
property-man> of the stage that sees grandeur but 
in the crown or the toga. Strip off the externals. 
We have a right to compare men with men.2
Bulwer is still revealing his fascination with Nero and the
Borgias; Thackeray moves these sentiments into a burlesque
of Bulwer’s grander style with the paragraph on "the Artisan
hath his voice as well as the Monarch" and:
Is Odysseus less august in his rags than in his 
purple? Pate, Passion, Mystery, the Victim, the
1
2
3
A Word to the Public. 
A Word to the j?ublic. 
see above
Avenger, the Hate that arms, the Puries that tear, 
the Love that bleeds, are not these with us Still? 
are not these still the weapons of the Artist? the 
colours of his palette? the chords of his lyre? 
Listenl I tell thee a tale - not of Kings - but 
of Men - not of Thrones, but of Love, and Grief, 
and Crime.l
George Barnwell was an ideal choice for subject, better 
that Mrs. Brownrigge, the brutality of whose crime made for 
a note of hostility in the burlesquer which prevented the 
appearance of calm detachment always the most suitable for 
burlesque. The apprentice who took to murder was simply 
a low subject, lower than the school-usher who followed the 
same course, but not that much more so. Lillo’s play,
The tragedy of George Barnwell, had suffered spasmodically 
from the lowness of its subject; in 1808 Mrs. Inchbald 
complained:
Revived notions of elegance in calamity have, in 
later times, reduced this play to a mere holiday 
performance, to warn apprentices and servantmen 
against the arts of depraved females;^
Bulwer had a powerful notion of "elegance in calamity"
himself. His aim was to elevate the contemporary villain
to the tragic and heroic status of classical times; for all
his talk about exposing the spirit of his own age, he was
as firm a believer as Lillo’s critics in the idea that
^ Works. VIII.84. "George de BarnwellV 
^ The British Theatre. XI.4.Preface.
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calamity could.only be presented heroically. He might have
baulked at the "ancestral halls of the de Barnwells" but it
was only an extension of his novel method.
»»
' George de Barnwell did not follow the plot of Aram as
closely as had^Elizabeth Brownrigge, but the third volume,
"The Condemned Cell," parallels the confession Bulwer provided
for Aram in Book V, Chapter vii, of Eugene Aram. The
historical Aram’s confession had been a brief, factual
account of his childhood and education; Bulwer soon departs
from this into a long fictitious description by Aram of how
his desire for knowledge and means to attain it, led him to
the crime. In 1849 he revised the chapter extensively,
and the revisions are almost all concerned with the passages
Thackeray burlesqued. Aram’-sees his murder as a daring
hazard to gain good by bad means:
Knowledge was my dream, that dream I might realize, 
not by patient suffering, but by actite daring.
I might wrest from society, to which I owed nothing, 
the means to be wise and great. Was it not 
better and nobler to do this, even at my life’s 
hazard, than lie down in a ditch and die the dog’s 
death? Was it not better than such a doom - ay 
better for mankind - that I should commit one 
bold wrong, and by/wrong purchase the power of 
good?l
George de Barnwell has the same dashing, heroic attitude:
My great Hazard hath been played, and I pay my 
forfeit.^
^ First edition. III.v.7.239.1*0. Omitted in V.vii.33^.
2
Works. VIII.95. "George de Barnwell."
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and shows it in the scene of the murder, beautifully 
illustrated by Thackeray in his third drawing for the 
burlesque:
'•Dog* I said to the trembling slave, * tell me 
where thy Gold is. TM6U hast no use for it.
1 can spend it in relieving the Poverty on which 
thou tramplest; in aiding Science, which thou 
knowest not; in uplifting Art, to which thou 
art blind. Give Gold, and thou art free.* But 
he spake not, and I slew himl'l
In the 1849 edition Bulwer revised this passage; the
same ideas appear but in a totally different context. They
are the voice of temptation, "a fiend that took the aspect
2
of beauty" in Aram’s ear. Aram is no longer an adventurer
in remote intellectual regions :
And did not this stir into gloomy speculation the 
depths of my mind?5
but a victim of temptation:
And did not this aid the voice of the tempter!^
In 1831 he said:
c
there was a strife within me
but in 1849:
The tempter with the glorious face amdthe demon 
fangs rose again before me.^
1
2
3
4
5
6
Works. VIII.97.
V.Vi.377.
Pirst edition. III.v.7.242. 
K%wb. V.vii.378.
Pirst edition. III.v.7.248. 
V.vii.381.
The victim is not to he mourned for he has a "sickening,
universal canker of vulgarity of m i n d , o r ,  as Thackeray
puts it, is "a surly curmudgeon with very little taste
2
for the True and Beautiful." One notable omission in 
Bulwer’s revision is Aram’s derogatory remarks about his 
victim; most of these are allowed to stand. Bulwer is 
still half admiring the romantic attitude Aram strikes when 
he cries :
’And this loathsome and grovelling thing ... 
squanders on low excesses, wastes upon outrages 
to society, that with which 1 could make my soul 
as a burning lamp, that should shed allight over 
the world
Most of the time, however, Bulwer took Thackeray’s point.
He cut the long passage in which the inspired Aram saw his
deed as a wider patriotism than the soldier’s:
... What was the deed - that I should rid the earth 
of a thing at once base and venomous? Was.it 
crime? Was it justice? Within myself I felt 
the will - the spirit that might bless mankind ... 
there was a blot-a foulness on creation, - nothing 
but death could wash it out and leave the world 
fair. The soldier receives his pay, and murBers, 
and sleeps sound, and men applaud. But you say 
he smites not for pay, but glory. Granted - 
though a sophism. But was there no glory to be 
gained in fields more magnificent than those of 
war - no glory to be gained in the knowledge which 
saves and not destroys?^
1
2
3
4
Pirst edition. III.v.7.244.
Works. VIII.89.
V.vii.379.
Pirst edition. III.v.7.251-2. Omitted in V.vii\.gW.
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George de Barnwell also was inspired:
’And wherefore, sir, should I have sorrow,’ the 
Boy resumed, ’for ridding the world of a sordid 
worm; of a man whose very soul was dross, and 
who never had a feeling for the Truthful and the 
Beautiful? When I stood before my uncle in the 
moonlight, in the gardens of the ancestral halls 
of the Be Barnwells, I felt that it was the Nemesis 
come to overthrow him.l
For this speech Thackeray, in a footnote, quotes some
authority from the text, the only time he was to do this in
Punch’s prize Novelists.
George feels he is Nemesis; Aram had cried;
’we are but the things of a never- p 
swerving, and everlasting necessityl
He approached his moonlit crime with reverence:
I felt as if I andmy intended victim had been 
left alone in the world. I had wrapped myself 
above fear into a high and preternatural madness 
of mind. I looked on the deed I was about to 
commit as a great and solemn sacrifice to Knowledge,
whose #riest I was. The very silence breathed
to me of a stern and awful sanctity - the repose 
not of the charnel-house, but the altar.5
Most of Bulwer^’s heroes were priests af some order,^ but in
1849 Bulwer decided that Aram had never had an idea of murder,
and was so shocked by his accomplice’s deed that he refused
to profit by it. Earlier he had helped in the murder,
though typically, Bulwer had provided another escape hatch
as well as the wider patriotism; it was not Aram’s hand
^ Works. VIII.97.
^ First edition. III.v.7.257. Omitted in . V.vii.^M. 
^ First edition. III.v.7.254-5. Omitted in 1f . v.7.5fcj.
^ see below. a.r,<l ^Soo
(o)
which struck the death-blow. In the earlier edition, too,
Aram was not remorseful:
I do not deceive you. I did not feel what men 
call remorsei Having once convinced myself that 
I had removed from the earth a thing that injured 
and soiled its tribes - that I had in crushing one 
worthless life but without crushing one virtue,, 
one feeling,.one thought that could benefit others, 
strode to a glorious end; - having once convinced 
myself of this, I was not weak enough to feel a 
vague remorse for a deed^ I would not allow,in 
my case,to be a crime.1
Thackeray follows this:
In the matter for which he suffered, George could 
never be brought to acknowledge that he was at all 
in the wrong. *It may be an error of judgment,* 
he said to the Venerable Chaplain of the gaol,
* but it is no crime. Were it Crime, I should 
feel Remorse. Where there is no Remorse, Crime
cannot exist. I am not sorry: therefore. I am
innocent. Is the proposition a fair one?^
Paul Clifford had earlier made a similar point :
To harden and embrute the kindly dispositions, we 
must not only indulge in guilt, but feel that we 
are guilty.3
It was a concept which fascinated Bulwer, and he presented 
its followers as daring, if doomed, heroes. Aram cries*
I would have drawn down the Promethean fire.^ 
and George echoes:
* Prometheus was a Giant, and he fell'. ^
^ First edition. III.v.7.260-1. Omitted in V.vii.3*3.
^ Works. VIII.96-7.
^ Paul Clifford, xviii.199-200.
^ First edition. III.v.7.264. Omitted, with rest of 
paragraph, in . V.vii.a*^.
 ^ Works. VIII.97.
(p â
The venerable chaplain gently points the moral:
’... Homicide is not to be permitted even to the 
most amiable Genius, and ... the lover of the 
Ideal and the Beautiful, as thou art, my son, must 
respect the Real likewise.*!
Barnwell takes not the slightest notice of this moral, and
Aram too dies a hero * s death, composed and stoical. He is
2
anxious for "the Dim Unknown":
The thirst, the dream, the passion of my youth, 
yet lives;and burns to learn the sublime and 
shaded mysteries that are banned Mortality.3
George is equally eager:
* life is the Soul * s Nursery. I am a Man, and pine 
for the Illimitable I Mark you me I Has the 
Morrow any terrors for me, think ye? Did 
Socrates falter at his poison? Did Seneca blench 
in his bath? Did Brutus shirk the sword when his 
great stake was lost? Did even weak Cleopatra 
shrink from the Serpent*s fatal nip? and why should 
I'M
Even after this Bulwer could not bear to deprive his romantic
criminal of a Roman death, and Aram still was allowed to say:
As men of the old wisdom drew their garments around 
their face, and sat down collectedly to die, 1 
wrap myself in the settled resignation of a soul 
firm to the last, and taking not from man’s 
vengeance even the method of its dismissal. The 
courses of my life I swayed with my ov/n hand; from 
my own hand shall come the manner and moment of 
my death15
Works. VIII.98.
V.7.390.
First edition. III.v.7.275. 
after "Dim Unknovm."
Works. VIII.95.
V.vii.391.
Omitted in 1849. V.vii.266
This Roman death, which Bulwer left untouched, even
while he made it clear earlier on that Aram's deed was due
to temptation and not to his daring intellectual ideas, shows
that Bulwer*s romantic portraiture of Aram was not simply a
failure in making himself clear, in separating himself
strongly enough from the first-person narrative. Bulwer
obviously did not really believe that people should be allowed
to go round killing their intellectual inferiors, and he was
a careless writer who used words primarily for dramatic
effect and picturesque value rather than meaning. Nonetheless
he was always fascinated with the intellectual killer as a
romantic conception of the outcast, the man who stood
outside society. Paul Clifford had declared, only one book
previously, that since he owed the world nothing, he could 
1
rob it. This was an understandable attitude in Clifford's 
case, but it was carried to absurdity by Aram. When Bulwer 
first thought of treating Aram's case he may haveneant to 
present Aram's motives as clearly springing from intellectual 
delusion; in the 1840 preface he presents a plausible 
picture of a poverty-stricken, near starving schoolmaster 
succumbing to his sick fantasies. When he actually came to 
write the book, however, he identified, as usual, himself
with his hero: /]
. .i: I
^ Paul Clifford, xviii.199-200.
The fact is, that when he took his pen in hand 
Bulwer always conjured up before himself an image 
of the man he wished and believed himself to be; 
for materials he drew upon all the finer qualities 
of his nature, and with an artist's hand he 
fashioned them into the figure of a tragic hero, 
maligned, misunderstood, but ever ready to forgive 
In his letters, in his private memoranda, and 
doubtless in his own thoughts, this image 
perpetually recurs.1
It is the image of Eugene Aram too. The whole heroic
treatment of him can only be explained by the author's
admiration, or by a complete subservience of meaning to
theatrical effect. Aram behaves throughout as if he is
maligned and forgiving, and there is no comment from the
author2
2
*^ for you, boy, my answer is contempt.>
he says to the victim’s son when the latter accuses him of
the murder, and he moves on with a gentle, scornful smile.
The "faint smile illumining his wan but noble features|^
which Thackeray gave de Barnwell, appears at the trial; he
receives the sentence with:
that thrilling and almost sublime unmovedness of 
aspect, which belonged to him alone of all men, 
and which was rendered yet more impressive by a 
smile - slight but eloquent beyond all words - 
of a soul collected in itself.^
and from there he passes on to "the high Roman fashion."
^ Lytton. I.ii.7.303. 
 ^ V.11.524.
 ^ Works. VIII.94.
^ V.v .568.
Whatever its author's intentions may have been before 
he picked up his pen, Eugene Aram emerged as an extravagantly 
romantic portrait of a historical and highly sordid character. 
Nowhere did Bulwer reveal so clearly his talent for sentiment­
alizing the given facts; nowhere, except perhaps in Ernest 
Maltravers, was the Bulwerian hero seen in quite such a 
ludicrous light, in the full glory of inappropriate rhetoric 
and the hackneyed smiles and actions of a thousand other 
heroes. Thackeray, who detested the Promethean agonies which 
Bulwer applied to himself, and his heroes, and who always, 
in his own works, sought not to tamper with the truth for 
"the Art of Novels ^  to represent Nature: to convey as 
strongly as possible the sentiment of reality,"^ naturally 
seized upon the high-thinking Aram as Bulwer's most blatant 
example of sentimentalizing life. People could not sell 
Aram-bags outside theatres, so Bulwer was not as immediately 
pernicious as Ainsworth, but his higher pretensions created 
a world equally false. Some people were content to let 
his pictures of criminal life go as simply silly; W.C. Roscoe 
remarked in 1859:
Eugene Aram may pass muster as a melodrama, and 
Lucretia as an exciting story for those whose 
tastes are not very refined, and all may claim to 
be written with a decent regard for propriety, 
and with a desire to avoid the mischievous 
handling of doubtful materials. But when the
^ Letters. To David Masson. 6?.5.51. 11.772.
author invites us to enter them as treasure-houses 
of wisdom, and seems, when in later life he opens 
the door afresh with a new preface, to fall back 
himself astonished at the dignity of the structure 
and the wealth amassed in it, no-one can help 
expressing some little disappointment when he 
comes to scrutinize for himself the subject-matter 
of so profound and doubtless so genuine an 
admiration.1
Thackeray, however, did think that Bulwer»s sentimentalizing
of a squalid history of murder and thieving was "the
mischievous handling of doubtful materials;" it might not
inspire the young to crime but falsity was not a venal sin
in a novelist. There were, besides, plenty to agree with
Bulwer»s admiration; Fraser's, in 1850, surveyed his long
struggle to present the "awful duality in every man" and
the existence of Evil:
he has been all along fighting, or, at least, 
trying to fight, in the good cause - the cause 
of the lost and despised r the publican and the 
harlot - whom, after all, the 'Son of Man came 
to seek and/save' - a fellow-worker with Elizabeth 
Fry and Lord Ashley; inferior, as talk is always 
inferior to deeds, but still a fellow-worker.2
There is no "awful duality" in Clifford or Aram; their
crimes are simply glossed over by their glamour and their
eloquence, while the characters in Lucretia are pure black
and white. It was Thackeray who presented the "awful
duality in every man" and he did so within the limits of the
^ W.C. Roscoe. Poems and Essays. 1860. 11.385. "Sir E.B. 
Lytton, Novelist, Philosopher and Poet." Dated 4.59.
 ^ 1.50. "Sir E.B. Lytton and Mrs. Grundy."
world he knew.
"George de Barnwell" was his last full attack on Bulwer,
although in the sixth chapter of Vanity Fair he included,
in the first edition, a brief burlesque of the Newgate novel,^
and its thieves* cant, a style of conversation which Bulwer
deserted after Clifford, but which Ainsworth took up with
relish. It was contrasted with a fashionable novel
burlesque, the two extremes of life to which writers in
search of romance betook themselves, but the interest in
the underworld for its simple quaintness is more of an
Ainsworthian vice. In two articles in Punch in 1849» "the
murder of Mr Cockrobin," and "The proper time for public 
2
executions," he once more attacks the public's gloating 
attitude to crime and the press's encouragement of this 
attitude. Even as late as Philip, a casual reference to 
one of Bulwer's plays, reawakens the Newgate arguments :
j
A distinguished writer has composed, in not very 
late days, a comedy of which the cheerful moral is, 
that we are *^ not so bad as we seem. ' Aren' t we? 
Amen, again. Give us thy hearty haiid, lagol 
Tartuffe, how the world has been mistaken in youl 
Macbeth! put that little affair of the murder out 
of your mind. It was a momentary weakness; and 
who is not weak at times7 Blifil, a more
maligned man than you does not exist! 0 humanity! 
how we have been mistaken in you! Let us expunge 
the vulgar expression 'miserable sinners' out of 
all prayer-books; open the port-holes of all hulks ;
Works. XI. Vanity Fair. Included in appendix.882.
Assigned to Thackeray by G.N. Ray in "Thackeray and Punch" 
in Times Literary Supplement. 1.1.49.
break the chains of all convicts; and unlock the 
boxes of all spoons.!
It is a curious return, by the established novelist, to the
heat of his pre-novel period.
After "George de Barnwell" Bulwer attempted no more 
criminal themes. The Caxtons, written at the same time as 
Lucretia, appeared in 1850, and with the arrival of this love­
able, moral, middle-class family, the public were as charmed 
to absolve Bulwer of his eccentric interest in crime, as they 
were later to absolve Thackeray of cynicism on the appearance 
of Colonel Newcome. Bulwer's departure from grand subjects 
meant that his "premeditated fine writing" no longer had much 
scope and Bulwer made the switch with reluctance. He wrote 
to a friend:
The art employed in The Caxtons is a very simple 
one, and within the reach of all. It is just that 
of creating agreeable emotions. This,too,is the 
secret of the success of The Lady of Lyons. Now 
to do this,we have only to abandon attempts at many 
subtle and deep emotions,which produce uneasiness 
and pain,and see that the smile is without sarcasm 
and the tears without bitterness. That is one 
branch of art and rarely fails to be popular. Of 
course there are many other and much higher branches 
of art, in the cultivation of which popularity 
may be very doubtful.2
There were compensations; as he wrote to Forster in 1849:
If you represent villains the public think tfeat 
you must be a villain, if amiable characters they 
give you some credit for amiability.3
Works. XVI. Philip, xxi.307. Not so bad as we seem 
was written by Bulwer for the Guild of Literature and
Art and was therefore another object of Thackerayls 
dislike. See below. 2P3.
Quoted in Lytton. II.iv.4.105.  ^ Quoted in Lytton. II.
iv.4.125.
In his Caxtoniana series in the 1860's he was still complaining 
that the highest order of art was not "the level tenor of
1
everyday life, not coarsely imitated but pleasingly idealized."
As a determined bestseller, however, he knew his duty. The
public were not ready for criminal analysis; as A blew Spirit
of the âge, wrote in 1844:
he is brave enoughtto face any truth, but his 
policy holds check upon his soul. He knows what 
a strong bullheaded thing the world is, and he 
loves popularity too well to risk having it 
trampled down by . He never, therefore,
goes too far beyond his age; but he keeps up with 
it always.2
Bulwer's tragedy was that when he pandered to the demands of 
public taste rather than following, as well, the dictates of 
his own adventurous, if deficient, fancy, the result was 
rather better. Nothing shows more clearly the falsity of 
his creations.
In The Newcomes George Warrington speaks of Barnes 
Newcome to Pendennis:
^How much superior Nature's rogues are. Pen, to 
the villains you novelists put into your books!
This man goes about his life business with a 
natural propensity to darkness and evil - as a 
bug crawls, and stings and stinks. I don't 
suppose the fellow feels any more remorse than a 
cat that runs away with a mutton chop. I recognise 
the Evil Spirit, sir, and do honour to,^rimanes, 
in taking off my hat to this young man.>
1
Blackwood's. 3.63. "On certain principles of art in works 
of the imagination."
Edited by R.H. Horne. 11.209. "Sir Edward Bulv/er Lytton." 
 ^ Works. XIV. The Newcomes. liv.716.
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As Warrington goes on to point out Barnes will increase his 
wealth and the grandeur of his position in society, and die 
immensely respected. He is not a romantic outcast with his 
hand against every man's, hut a respected member of society. 
He never puts himself outside the law; in the eyes of the 
world he is the deserted husband. Thackeray was concerned 
with those who practised their villainy within society, the 
far more dangerous villains, Bulwer occasionally intended 
to create such a character, the scheming politician, Lumley 
Ferrers, in Ernest Maltravers, or the respectable peer.
Lord Lilburne, in Night and Morning, but Lumley practises 
forgery and Lilburne hides a stolen will. Both put them- 
selves outside the law, and they are allowed to have a 
Mephistophelean dash which is denied Barnes. Barnes,* 
though respectable, is never romantic; he is despised not 
only by Clive and his father, but by more disinterested 
observers such as Kew and Sir Thomas de Boots, and by his 
servants.
He is a truer son of Ahrimanes than Bulwer's romantic 
villains. Thackeray disliked the romantic villain as 
much as the romantic hero, and by keeping Barnes within the 
law he deprives him of any hope of being glamorous. Lord 
Lilburne tells his valet:
Vices are safe things; I may have my vices like
other men: but crimes are dangerous things -
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illegal things - things to he carefully avoided.^ 
This was Barnes's principle though he would never have dreamed 
of telling his valet about it, and he acts on it as Lilburne 
does not. Of Vice and Crime, it is the more sensational, 
romantic and obvious that interests Bulwer; Thackeray, 
as a moralist, chooses Vice, hidden within society, and 
more fitting for a novelist to describe. He does not treat 
Crime because he prefers to treat the world he knows; 
nonetheless he does not see it solely as the romantic 
property of another world, the property of highwaymen and 
Cesare Borgia fans. In the startling scene where the Little 
Sister chloroforms Hunt in Philip a crime is enacted by 
one of the virtuous characters. The bigamous and condemned 
Altamont in Pendennis is a comic figure. Usually, however, 
Thackeray avoids Crime and sticks to its less romantic 
counterparty Vice. We never know if Steyne would really 
have murdered Becky; we are not sure if Becky murdered Jos, 
though we can be sure that, unlike that other life-insurance 
hunter, Lucretia, she did not invoke the shade of Cesare 
Borgia to help her.
The crimes Thackeray treats are mainly those of fraud, 
and this shows in his early work as well. Brough is the 
swindling villain of The great Hoggarty Diamond. Yellowplush's
^ Night and Morning. V.xiii.445
la
employer, Deuceace, lives by cheating at cards. Fraud is
not romantic, and Deuceace, for all his gambling and lady-
killing, dwindles into a sordid figure. Both cigars and a
Channel crossing make him unromantically sick, and he cuts
a poor figure beside his genial father. At the other end
of Thackeray's career he created another figure who added
mean fraudulent crimes to a diabolical aspect. George
Firmin looks sinister:
Dr Firmin had very white false teeth, which perhaps 
were a little too large for his mouth, and these 
grinned in the gaslight very fiercely. On his 
cheeks were black whiskers, and over his glaring 
eyes fierce black eyebrows, and his bald head 
glittered like a billiard-ball.!
As he sits in his club, while Pendennis wonders about his
Bluebeard closet, by the candle flickering in. the draught and
"Dreary, ssLd, as into a great blank desert, looked the dark 
2
eyes." he seems the melancholy, diabolical figure a more 
conventional writer would have cast as a murderer. There 
are, however, as Pendennis points out, few murders in the 
Bluebeard closet, and like that other Bluebeard figure 
Barnes, Firmin is thinking solely of toadying the great and 
keeping his position in society.
UnlikelJBarnes, he fails; he is always in danger
^ Works. XVI. Philip, i.7.
^ Works. XVI. Philip, iii.24.
^ Works. XVI. Philip, iii.22.
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of descending to that shady half-world on the fringes of
society where people keep the appearance but not the
reputation of respectability. This world is above the
surface and Thackeray shov/s it bordering the world he draws,
but into the unknown underworld, endowed by Bulwer with
quaint ways and picturesque cant, he never goes. In the
half-world gambling is the symbol of Evil, as a phial of
poison is in Bulwer. We do not see Becky when she sinks
below the surface, but when she re-emerges it is gambling
which shows the depths to which she has sunk;
A woman with light hair, in a low dress, by no 
means so fresh as it had been, and with a black 
mask on, through the eyelets of which her eyes 
twinkled strangely, was seated at one of the 
roulette-tables with a card and a pin, and a 
couple of florins before her. As the croupier 
called out the colour and number, she pricked on 
the card with great care and regularity, and
only ventured her money on the colours after the
red or black had come up a certain number of 
times. It was strange to look at her.1
Becky is here more diabolical than any of Bulwer's criminals;
we have here a powerful impression of the squalor and
unconscious evil of the half-world. Becky, of course,
enjoys her Bohemian life, and the evil is seen only by the
author, not, as in Bulwer, in the agonized rant of the
characters involved. Clifford's gang enjoy their life but
the treatment in thisbook is light and romantic; most of
^ Works. XI. Vanity Fair, lxiii.808.
14.
his villains and criminals are acutely conscious of just how 
evil they are. Bulwer cannot separate his viewpoint from 
that of his characters.
Thackeray drew the half-world with which he could be 
acquainted. Amelia brushes against it in Vanity Fair; it 
touches Pendennis in the Clavering bigamy affair. Sir 
Francis is naturally a gambler, for cards are a more common 
symbol of evil than poison. Barry Lyndon was a professional 
gambler; my lord Mohun brings evil and a pack of cards with 
him to Castlewood. The Duchesse d'lvry finds the tables of 
Baden "fertile of emotions,"^ and in their passion for 
gambling the variously villainous members of the Castlewood 
family, Beatrix and Eugene and Maria, Will and Fanny, are 
united. Thackeray complained, when he first read Eugene 
Aram that Bulwer had made romantic the mean vice of avarice, 
and it was money, not revenge or passion, that motivated 
his characters.
In his treatment of Vice, Thackeray was really con­
ducting an exploration into those ‘’caverns and vaults of 
2
society ’ which Bulwer in Lucretia had discovered to bear a 
remarkable resemblance to a Renaissance despot's oubliette. 
Their ideas of Evil were very different, and Thackeray's
^ Works. XIV. The Newcomes. xxxi.415. 
2
see above, fc^ t.lin.
refusal to draw on the real criminal underworld meant that 
there were few points of comparison between them. Elsewhere 
their aims were nearer, and in their respective treatments 
of fashionable, historical, and autobiographical themes, 
it is possible to compare them on the same ground.
CHAPTER II 
The Fashionable Novel
Two decades before Vanity Pair, Bulwer produced his own 
satire on fashionable society and the morality of its 
novelists in Pelham. The fashionable novel, though 
extremely popular, was already in considerable disrepute, 
and so Bulwer, while adroitly using all its most common 
themes and descriptions, professed satirical intentions. He 
would expose the vulgarity and corruption of high society.
It was an aim he still held for the other two novels he 
wrote dealing mainly with fashionable life, Godolphin in 
1833» and Night and Morning in 1841.
Pelham or the Adventures of a ftentleman, Bulwer * s
second novel, made his name, and stamped his public image
in his readers* memories. His anxiety to raise it above the
level of the fashionable novel proper proved justified, for,
though to admirers he might appear a witty moralist on high
society, his detractors could turn his preoccupations with
the social round to account, accuse him of being a footman,^
as so many fashionable novelists were supposed to be, or
2
"the padded man that wears the stays." His later works
^ Fraser* s.Epistles to the lit eeratê 12.31.
 ^ Tennyson." The New Tim’orn and the @oets. ' Punch. 28.2.46.
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could not remove the first label; he was the author of 
Pelham.
Pelham, appearing anonymously in May 1828, looked at
first like being a failure, as Bulwer*s first novel, the
sombre Byronic Falkland had been. In July, however, public
and reviewers alike suddenly came alive to its merits, and
a second edition appeared in November. Hailed by many,
in the months which followed its arrival, as the fine
flower of the silver-fotk school, Pelham was an episodic
story about a well-born young man whowas an infallible
judge on the subjects of food, dress, perfume, small-talk
and all the other details of social life, while concealing
beneath his mask of foppish languor enormous intellect and
courage. If it was "without doubt the most important of
the fashionable novels"^ its author would not have been
grateful for the (tecription:
Had I imagined, however, that Pelham could 
be considered a fashionable novel, I would 
have burnt every page of it. For I 
understand by the term ^fashionable novel* 
a description of things. and I mcaftt/^Pelham 
for a description of persons.*
Bulwer took care to give his later books other subjects 
besides those of fashionable society. His second successful
M.W. Rosa. The Silver-fork School. 1936. IV.74. -----------------------------
Quoted in Life and letters. II.vii3.190.
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novel, The disowned, of 1829, dealt with fashionable life 
in company with gipsies, artists and revolutionaries. His 
next novel, Greville.^ which, like Pelham, depicted 
contemporary high life, he left unfinished, and turned 
from its pictures of social snobbery to Bevereux* s 
panorama of the Augustan age. After a Newgate interlude, 
Godolphin, published anonymously in 1833, returned to the 
fashionable world, but Bulwer was in a more sombre mood, 
and his theme, the corrupting effect of high society on 
its members, was only very sparsely illustrated by the 
kind of descriptions of high life which abound in_Pelham. 
Ernest Maltravers in 1837, and its sequftl Alice, 1838, 
although set in contemporary upper-class circles, were 
not intended primarily as portraits of society. Bulwer 
did return to the fashionable world for some scenes in 
Night and Morning, but, as in Godolphin, there is none 
of the detail of Pelham. Outside the novel, Bulwer 
displayed his satirical attitude to society in his study 
of the English character, England and the English in
^ The fragment is given in Life and letters. II.viii.6-13*
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1833, and in his best play, Money, first produced at the 
Haymarket in August 1840.
It is clear from Bulwer*s constant revisions of Pelham, 
and from his relevant prefaces, that he was anxious to 
divest himself of the silver-fork stigma. He claimed to 
see Henry Pelham as the healthful antidote to the Byronic 
hero:
a human being whose real good qualities 
put to shame the sickly sentimentalism 
of blue skies and bare throats, sombre , 
coxcombries and interesting villainies.
Comparing Pelham with his earlier, unpublished draft,
Mortimer, he said:
Mortimer was intended to show the 
manner in which the world deteriorates 
its votary, and Pelham, on the 
contrary, conveys the newer,
Paul Clifford. Dedicatory epistle to 1835 edition. 
Bulwer»s antagonism to Byron, or the Byronic attitude, 
is displayed in a large number of allusions throughout 
the novel.
and, I believe, sounder moral, of showing how 
a man of sense can subject the usages of the 
world to himself instead of being conquered 
by them, and gradually grow wise by the very 
follies of his youth.l
Pelham, became an arbiter of taste in society while mocking
at its false standards; he could live in the world and
survive.
In 1828 there were many who felt that at last a moralist
had arisen among the silver-fork novelists. The Examiner
hailed it as the best of its school:
His book presents a section of society, ex­
hibiting at a glance things from the surface to 
the core; and the great benefit we hope from 
it is, that by its piquant exposures it will 
lead persons to reflect who would resist any 
more laboured and direct assaults of reason.
We have no hesitation in affirming, that of all 
the novel writers of the present day, the author 
of Pelham is the best moralist - perhaps we 
ought to say the only moralist, in the scientific 
sense of the word.-
The moral character of the hero, passing uncontaminated
through temptation, was admired by the A t l a s and many
admired the wit and acute social observation displayed, while
regretting the excessive attention paid to fashion in the
shape of clothes and interior decoration.^ Criticism of
Pelhyn 1835 edition preface. Mortimer was first 
published here as introductory to Pelham.
14.9.28.
27.7.28.
Blackwood*s. "Noctes Ambrosianee." 9.31. Westminster 
1.^9. Athenaeum 14.5.28. These are all examples of 
the general attitude.
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Pelham*s success as a satire came only later, from the 
Edinburgh,^  which suggested that the satire was only the 
cover under which a guide-book to high society had been
compiled, (and it was indeed used as a guide-book on the
a
3
2
Continent, ) and from Carlyle, who ttacked the book’s
maxims on dress in Sartor Resartus.
Favourable criticism held that it was the detailed 
descriptions of fashionable life, rather than any fundamental 
flaw in the author’s satirical approach, which dragged down 
the tone of the book, and these criticisms Bulwer accepted. 
Pelham was in fact a kind of handbook to success in society. 
With his various judgements on points of social taste, the 
author implied that he was an infallible arbiter on such 
matters and spread an agreeable feeling of luxury and bon 
ton, while staving off accusations of triviality by a series 
of witty cuts at the follies of the great and the peculiarities 
of the English character. Some accusations, however, wnre 
made, and Bulwer sought to reply to these, in subsequent edi­
tions, by removing piece by piece the detailed descriptions
^ 4.32.
^ life and letters. II.vii.8.186.
?
Fraser’a. 8.34.
i « A
he thought must appear trivial.
In the second edition, of November 1828, there were only
two major alterations. Pelham’s list of rules for dress,
hints about the necessity of white waistcoats, swallow-tails
and one thin sheet of buckram for padding, disappeared; in
its place Bulwer put a series of maxims of a more general
nature and more obviously satiricalCarlyle attacked
the first edition version in Sartor Resartus. Bulwer also
cut the most coxcombical scene; Pelham no longer tamed an
unmanageable horse, and then implored the bystanders to lend
2
him an essence-bottle.
1839 brought more revisions. Bulv/er now had nine 
serious novels behind him, and had suffered from Fraser’s 
campaign against his dandified appearance and house. Out 
went Pelham’s bottle of wrinkle water,^ and his Austrian 
tailor.^ Reginald Glanville’s rose-pink bathroom, with its 
marble, shell-shaped bath, and machines whereby "the light 
curtains, waving to and fro, scattered about perfumes of the 
most exquisite odour" disappeared; his mirror-lined "boudoir" 
became a book-lined "closet," and the owner of all this
 ^ First edition, ll.vii.43.
 ^ First edition, ll.viii.44.
 ^ Second edition. 111.v.73. Omitted in 1839. 11.xix.137.
 ^ Second edition, ll.vii. Omitted in 1839. l.xlv.
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luxury was discovered in contemplation of some Flemish and 
Italian masterpieces, instead of "a toilet of massive gold.
If Bulv/er was not exactly striking at the root of the trouble, 
he was at least trying to erase the most noticeable silver- 
fork descriptions.
1854 saw another edition, and more similar cuts. Out 
went the catalogue of perfumes with which, in a manner no 
parodist could better, Pelham greeted his first sight of 
the heroine:
Y/hat scents can she now be hesitating between? - 
the gentle bouquet du roi, the cooling esprit 
de Portugal, the mingled"treasures des millefleurs, 
the less distinct but agreeably adulterated miel, 
the sweet. May-recalling esprit des violets.2
In the same episode Pelham’s friend Vincent who had in
earlier editions, expressed a wish'to buy eau de Cologne,
was nov/ shopping for sealing-wax. Pelham’s almond paste
became shaving soap,^ his complexion was no longer flattered
5
by Bohemian glasses, his rings disappeared, so did his 
poodle, so did another surviving reference to eau de Cologne,^  
in the first edition almost as important a part of 
Pelham’s life as it was in that of the lady /_______________y
1
2
3
4
5
6
Second edition, ll.ix.76. Omitted in 1839. l.xlvii.301. 
Second edition. 11.iv.41-2. Omitted in 1854. xli.122. 
Second edition, ll.iv.42. Omitted in 1854. xli.122. 
Second edition, l.viii.55. Omitted in 1854. viii.20. 
Second edition. 11.viii.72. Omitted in 1854. xlv.131.
Second edition. Omitted in 1854. liii.156.
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Flabella.^ All these omissions, however, did not disguise
the fact that Bulwer had once written a book which shared
many of the faults which Thackeray burlesqued in "Lords
and Liveries." It was probably little consolation that
2
Pelham made evening coats black for evermore, and that it
had an immense success in "the forecastles of Southern-going
ships." It also offered a splendid handle for attack on
its author; it was as a would-be Pope and Brummell that
Tennyson attacked the author of Pelham, in his retaliation to
Bulwer*s extraordinary outburst in The New Timon. It was
Pelham which first stamped the image which elicited the query
What profits now to understand 
The merits of a spotless shirt -
A dapper boot - a little hand -
If half the little soul is dirt?
You talk of tinsell Why, we see
TÏie old mark of rouge upon your cheeks.
You prate of Naturel you are he .
That spilt his life about the cliques.
In his next novel satirizing the fashionable world,
Bulwer swung his moral viewpoint round, and decided that
man cannot live in high society without becoming corrupted.
Godolphin carefully avoids social trappings, but the theme is
^ Dickens. Nicholas Nickleby./xxviii.
 ^ Life and letters. II.vii.5.195.
Conrad. The Nigger of the*Narcissus.'' 1 .
^ Tennyson. "The New Timon and the Çoets."
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contemporary society, and the social and political condition 
of the aristocracy just before the Reform Bill. The hero 
is an intellectual corrupted by fashionable life. The 
heroine is a vengeful beauty who has vowed at her father’s 
death-bed to pull down an arrogant and corrupt aristocracy;
by founding Almack’s, referred to as ____ , and making Fashion,
not Titles, the criterion of acceptability in society, she 
paves the way for the Reform Act. The fall of the old 
order is foreshadowed in the hero’s dilettantism, and in the 
characters of the mad peer. Lord Saltreain, and the ageing 
man-about-town, Augustus Saville.
1840 saw the revision of what Bulwer referred to in the 
preface of the new edition as a "few blemishes." His 
sympathy with the Whigs had been diminishing fast since the 
Reform Act, and in 1841 he parted company with them on the 
question of the Repeal of the Corn Laws. From Pelham on 
Bulwer had always depicted the urban middle-classes with 
considerable distaste; his sympathies now naturally veered 
to Disraeli’s Tory Democrats and their idea of a country 
aristocracy, united with the peasantry. The last of the 
Barons was the product of these new sympathies with its 
tragic presentation of the triumph of the grocer over that 
well-known Tory Democrat, Warwick the Kingmaker. Godolphin, 
product of his Reform Bill sympathies, now needed considerable 
change.
The heroine's campaign against the aristocracy dominated
the fashionable scenes. This could not be omitted, but
Bulwer did substitute "party" for "aristocracy" wherever
 ^ possible, and omitted many gloating references to the iri/inent
%
downfall of the nobility. Godolphin himself stands for the
last pre-Reform Parliament as Tory, not, as in 1833 as lYhig,
and at one point he defends an oligarchic form of government
2
at great length. Lord Saltream, a caricature of the mad peer, 
Lord Dudley, had been much attacked as a portrait in bad taste, 
and was omitted altogether, along with a number of conversaticns
3
on such topics of the day as the position of the Church, the 
emancipation of women,^ and the influence of the silver-fork
5
novels. Y/hat remained v/as a generalized commentary on the
flaws in contemporary high life with few specific details to
support it. In the first edition Bulwer said:
Fashion is, in fact, though a light name, a 
great subject. It is the public opinion of 
the lords of the social system.^
'By 1840 he saw himself rather as the historian of nations,
than as the social observer and' moralist. In Night and
Horning the fashionable portion of the novel lies mainly in
Examples in the first edition are II.viii.129, II.viii.179, 
III.viii.69, III.ix.103, III.xviii.172.
1840 edition. Ixiv.314-3.
First edition. II.viii.151. Omitted in 1840. xxxiii.
First edition. II.viii.148. Omitted in 1840. xxxiii.
First edition. I.xxv.297. Omitted in 1840. xxii. 
ibid.
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the commentary of the man-ahout-tovm villain, Lord Lilhurne* 
Meanwhile Thackeray had entered on the scene as an 
observer of high life, and a castigator of the pretensions 
of its self-appointed chroniclers. From the Yellowplush 
Papers to Punch’s Prize Novelists he attacked the snobbery, 
shallowness and silliness of the fashionable novels, as, in 
the same decade, he was attacking the immorality and unreality 
of the Newgate novel. Here, however, he was to portray the 
same subject as his victims; his views on the silver-fork 
novel pointed the way to his own descriptions of society.
His great attack, the burlesque "Lords and liveries", 
was mainly directed at Mrs. Gore, although much of it was 
applicable to Bulwer. Bulwer, in fact, would not have 
considered himself a fair target. He was a satirist of 
society; in the preface to Godolphin"" he quotes the "vanity 
of vanities" of Ecclesiastes as the theme of the novel.
Thackeray, before he too exemplified that theme, made 
many references to the silver-fork novel. He read Pelham 
at least twice,^ admiring it the first time, and finding it 
dull the second. Bulwer’s fashionable novels never roused 
him to the kind of indignation he felt at Eugene Avam or 
Ernest Maltravers, and, when comparing Pelham with the latter
■]
J. U J.U, .
Letters. To Mrs Carmichael-Smyth 2-4.9.29. 1.98 
Diary. 9.9.32. I;228
g ?
hero he found the fop's character and ambitions reasonably
amiable and unpretentious:
The Bond-Street dandy, Mr. Pelham, is by no 
means so offensive as the philosophical dandy,
Mr. Maltravers; the former’s affectations and 
egotism are far more natural and manly than the 
sickly cant of the latter. There was an appetite 
about Pelham when he went to dinner; a good 
humour, self-complacency, as he laced his stays 
and padded his waistcoat, which were excusable 
and even pleasing. To love good dinners and 
small waists is no crime, at least a pardonable 
feeling in a young fellow with a tolerable figure 
and a good digestion. But Maltravers and his 
philosophy are more important matters.^
Arthur Pendennis was also a dandy, but not of the philosophical
variety.
In other writings Thackeray was less cordial towards 
Bulwer’s arbiter of fashion. Both his footmen are used to 
debunk the value of Pelham as a truthful picture of society.
In 1838 that very wideawake menial, Charles Fitzroy Yellowplush, 
with all his knowledge of society gathered from the aristo­
cratic circles of the Earl of Crabs and the Hon. Algernon 
Benceace, contemptuously dismisses Bulwer as a rival, when 
he decides to take up the pen himself:
•Does BULWER* says I, *for instans, know anythink 
of fashnabble life? (Sneers, and hallygorical 
cries of *Hookey,* •How’s your m o t h e r e t c . l 
You jine with me in a pinion* says I *and 
loudly hanser. No I Did SKELETON know anythink 
more? (Cries of *^Hoff, hoff,* from coachmin,
•Fee dong* from my lady’s maid.) No, no more 
nor Bulwer. It is against these impostors that
^ Times. 24.4*38. Review of Bulwer*s Alice.
S i
I harm myself; and you, my friends, will applod 
my resolution.1
On the other hand, the far more gullible Jeames de la Pluche,
looks upon Pelham as an oracle when he comes to move in high
society in 1845:
First, - in border to give myself a hideer of 
what a gentleman reely is. I ’ve read the novvie 
of Pelham six times, and am to go through it 4 
times mor.2
He culls his vocabulary from Pelham:
•who,* says I, •has mentioned my insiggnifPicknt 
igsistence to the fair Lady HangelinaJ kel bonure 
igstrame poor mwawl^ (For you see I ’ve not 
studdied Pelham for nothink, and have lunt a few 
French phraces, without which no Gent of fashn 
speaks now.)3
The contempt and admiration of footmen were insult 
enough, but in "Mr Yellowplush’s âjew", Bulwer and Yellowplush 
actually meet, and the impassioned outburst of the poet- 
philosopher on the woes of his lot is countered by a similar 
outburst from the footman. This perhaps is fair enough, as 
it enforces Thackeray’s views on the statds of literary 
men as workmen like any others,^ but the presentation of 
Bulwer as a lisping affected fop is too personal to be 
really effective. Here we see Bulwer in an exaggerated 
form of his Pelham image :
^ Works. 1.166. "Miss Shum’s husband’.*.
^ Works. VII.372. "Diary of C. Jeames de la Pluche’.* 
 ^ WorkScYII.386. "Diary of C.Jeames de la Pluche’.* 
 ^ see ibe lQ w llS .
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The other was slim, with a hook nose, a pail 
fase, a small waist, a pare of falling shoulders, 
a tight coat, and a oatarack of black satting 
tumbling out of his busm, and falling into a 
gilt velvet weskit.l
Another illustration of Bulwer in this role appears in The
History of Dionysus Diddler.^ which Bulwer, though not
Thackeray, lived to see published. Here, under the name of
Sir Henry Pelham he sits in an easy—chair before a mirror,
apparently in the damask dressing-gown and morocco slippers
of the dandy writer whom Thackeray attacks in"Men and coats’,'^
and lends his clotheer to Diddler, (Dr. lardner), for a
consideration.^
In his earlier works Thackeray kept clear of the 
fashionable world; his two footmen show his reaction against 
thwovercrowded field. He either ignored the world of high 
society, and wrote about a lower sphere, as in The great 
Hoggarty Diamond and A Shabby-genteel gtorv. or he demonstrated 
how like, in meanness and snobbery, the world above stairs 
was to the world below. It was only fitting that in his 
greatest attack on the silver-fork school Alured de Pentonville 
should discover talents as a footman. Vanity Pair uses both 
methods; Thackeray sets another world against the fashionable
Works. 1 .303. "Mr Yellowplush’s ftjew'J 
Works.1.600.
Works.III.537.
Bulwer was apparently notorious for meanness. It is the 
quality Bret Harte chose to burlesque in his "The dweller 
of thp threshold" in Sensation Hovels Condensed 1871.
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one with mock apologies for its vulgarity, and he keeps the 
servants ever present in the reader’s mind. Pelham and 
Lord Lilburne both have faithful valets, but we see them 
only in conversation with their masters. On the whole 
Bulwer’s high-born characters live in splendid isolation, 
attended only by a few of the more picturesque members of 
the lower-classes in the way of gypsies and pickpockets.
There is no reminder of that ever-present, if unseen, world 
below stairs, which can suddenly, and sometimes, in a rather 
sinister manner, come to the surface, as it does at Becky’s 
fall, or when Morgan decides to blackmail Major Pendennis. 
Thackeray wrote of that world in ’’On a chalk-mark’’; Bulwer 
ignores it.
If Thackeray’s attacks on Bulwer’s fashionable novels were
comparatively few, this was because Bulwer’ s own hopes for i,
these books were less ambitious than for his other writings.
The prefatory remarks and other self-criticism relating to
them is far less than for the Newgate or historical novels,
and if Pelham turned the Byronic tide, that was the most
grandiose claim Bulwer made for the fashionable novel. By
the time "Lords and Liveries" appeared he had long deserted
the silver-fork field, and there it was Disraeli who
enthroned the dandy on high. Thackeray^wrote of Coningsby;
It is the fashionable novel, pushed, we do really 
believe, to its extremist verge, beyond which 
all is naught. It is a glorification of dandyism,
far beyond all other glories which dandyism has 
,attained. Dandies are here made to regenerate 
the world - to heal the wounds of the wretched 
body politic - to infuse new blood into torpid 
old institutions ... and to introduce the supreme 
truth to the people, as theatre managers do the 
sovereign to the play, smiling, and in silk 
stockings, and with a pair of wax candles.1
p
Thackeray reviewed both Coningsby and Sybil; other 
silver-fork novelists he attacked included Lady Charlotte
3
Bury, in a review of Lover  Mrs. Gore, in a review of Sketches
of English Character,^ and Lady Londonderry and Mrs Trollope
in The Book of Snobs. In this last he also attacked
Bulwer again:
And what linguists many of our writers are I 
Lady Bulwer, Lady Londonderry, Sir Edward himself - 
they write the French language with a luxurious 
elegance and ease, which sits them far above 
their Continental rivals, of whom not one (except 
Paul de Kock,) knows a word of English.^
His heaviest attack came in Punch’s Prize Novelists 
in 1847, when he attacked the fashionable novels of the day 
in no less than three of the seven burlesques, the silver- 
fork proper of Mrs. Gore in "Lords and liveries", Disraeli’s 
particular kind of exotic, politico-dandiacal silver-fork 
in'^Codlingsby^which, if aimed mainly at Coningsby, looked
1
2
3
4
5
6
Contributions. 39.
Morning Chronicle.13#5.44 and 13.5.45.
Times.11.1.38.
Morning Chronicle.4.5.46.
Punch.20.6.46.
Works. IX. 330. The Book of Snobs. "On literary snobs".
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back a good deal to the fantastic splendours of The Young 
3uke, and English high society as viewed by a misguided 
Frenchman in "Crinoline". Bulwer was not a main target 
but his novels shared many of the qualities of the silver- 
fork, and Thackeray had made Pelham the model for an upstart 
footman to point out that in the eyes of the world, if not 
of the author, it was that book which was the main guide to 
high society. It was Mrs. Gore whom "Lords and Liveries" 
principally attacked, but her most famous hero, Cecil Danby 
of Cecil and Cecil a Beer, was a repeat performance of the 
languid insolence and affected effeminacy of Henry Pelham.
Bulwer’s desire to satirize the world of high society 
often tangled with an equally strong desire to show that he 
was perfectly au fait with its usages. Those usages which 
appear in "Lords and Liveries" are also found in Pelham. 
Thackeray in his novels uses details of social equipment and 
behaviour for satirical purposes; Bulwer often appears to 
be genuinely dazzled by them.
Names and titles were an important part of the silver- 
fork novel. Their action took place among people named 
Alured de Pentonville, Earl of Bagnigge, or Godfrey de 
Bouillon, Marquis of Codlingsby, or with more simplicity 
but equal euphony, Walter Lorraine. Titles Bulwer rather 
despised, and in Pelham he attacked the fashionable novelists 
for the vulgar, ignorant way in which they heaped titles
If
on their characters. Names he thought more important. 
Writing Pelham, he was gravelled for a name for the second 
hero, and wrote to Rosina Yilieeler asking for a romantic and 
preferably frisyllabic suggestion. She volunteered Clinton 
Mowbray but Bulwer found this too pretty.and the character 
was eventually baptized Reginald Glanville.^ Euphony 
and aristocracy remained the rule as Bulwer unfolded the 
life-stories of Algernon Merdaunt and Clinton 1 ’Estrange, 
Percy Godolphin and Augustus Saville, Ernest Maitravers 
and Lumley Ferrers. The romantic names added tone to the 
page even if they did not individualize their owners. 
Thackeray used names not for romance but to distinguish his
m ^ rvy hKt/vx
characters; the names of the-looo central onoo all have a 
pointed reference to the person who bears them. Bulwer once 
thought of a gourmand peer called Lord Stilton in Pelham but 
did not pursue the vein; he was not especially interested 
in the names of his subordinate and unheroic characters. A 
magnificent name marked out the owner for an important role; 
Thackeray’s favourite Christian names for his young men, on 
the other hand, were George, Frank and Harry. Titles he 
uses ironically as in the roll-call of titles after Lord 
Steyne’s death, or the doubtless equally merited titles of:
^ Letters of the late Edward Bulwer, Lord Lytton to his 
wife. Edited L. Devey. 18È4. 13$,
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the Marcus de Viddlers, Shavilear of the Legend 
of Honor and of the lion of Buigum, the Golden 
Please, Grand Cross of the Eflant and Castle, 
and of the Catinbagpipes of Hostria, Grand 
Chamberleng of the Crownd, and Major-Genaril of 
Hoss-Mareens, etc., etc., etc.l
While the silver-forks carried their own euphonious
names around, they dropped illustrious ones. Thackeray
decided that in the description of the ball which Amelia
was to attend at Devonshire House:
by way of giving to the work the most undoubted 
air of Fashion well-known characters of the 
aristocracy should be introduced to keep company 
with the fictitious heroes of romance.2
In the space of a few lines we meet Wellington and Prince 
George of Cambridge, Prince Esterhazy and the Duke of 
Devonshire. This name-dropping was a common silver-fork 
habit; in 1841 in*The Fashionable Authoress"Thackeray had 
attacked it, suggesting that Lady Fanny Flummery’s next 
book would probably be called Albert or Whisperings at 
Windsor. It was a fault Bulwer shared, although his version 
of the Devonshire House ball turns up only in satirical form, 
as Bachelor Bill’s ball for the gay inhabitants of the under­
world in Paul Clifford. Pelham and Godolphin also carried 
many references to the famous of the day, usually introduced 
in a casual manner as intimates of the main fictional
Works. VIII.154. "Crinoline."
2 -----
Quoted from manuscript of V ^ i t y  Fair in Vanity Fair, 
Riverside edition. Edited by G. andTK. Tillotson. 
1963. 675.
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characters. When Becky is presented to &eorge IV, she 
reaches the summit of her ambition, and Thackeray hails the 
occasion with a mock panegyric on the "Magnificent Idea" 
Bulwer,with wellbred indifference mentions casually in 
Godolphin that Constance Godolphin has become very friendly 
with George IV.^
When not namedropping the Pelhams and 1*Estranges were 
talking the "real genteel fashionable polyglot Londonderry-
3
Trollope style". Bulwer, a constant critic of the fashion­
able novel, found this "vulgar", "imitated affectation"f but, 
like his imitator Jeames, used it unsparingly. Alured de 
Pentonville, whose French stunned the servants* hall, was 
no more fluent than Henry Pelham, especially on his first 
appearance, for in subsequent editions the quota of French 
became gradually less. It was not only the fashionable 
world who sprinkled their conversation with French phrases; 
even Pelham*s uncle, a solid, homeloving landowner whose main
interest is agriculture, greets his nephew’s arrival at his 
Ttry '
Paris?"^
coun estate with "Were you not au désespoir at leaving
^ Works. IX. Vanity Fair, xlviii.604.
2 li. '
^ Riverside edition. 675.
^ Pelham, xxvi.105.
 ^ It becomes "in despair" in xxxiv.3^).
In Thackeray such language would he a sign of insincerity. 
Becky’s letter to Rawdon, when he has been arrested for debt, 
is full of French phrases, and so is Blanche’s letter to 
Laura about her visit to Fanny. Blancjie, whose real name 
is Betsy, can, however, receive and presumably appreciate, 
letters written in a very different epistolary style, as 
her father’s slangy letter which brings about the discovery 
of his identity, shows.
Money and estates were another important consideration 
in the silver-fork novel; they ensured complete leisure and 
freedom for activity for the hero. Bulwer’s characters 
have no more need to worry about money, than in any other 
novel where the young couple have only nine hundred thousand 
a year, although he carefully refrains from specifying any 
incomes. Comfortably unbounded wealth was the general rule 
in silver-forks, although one remembers the depressing case 
of the hero in The Young Duke who ruined himself to the 
extent of having only fifty thousand a year left. Bulwer 
saw himself as a serious chronicler of battling humanity, 
even when that humanity was battling on the high society 
front, but when Clinton 1 ’Estrange in The Bisowned and 
Philip Beaufort in Night and Morning lose their respective 
estates they have no option but to take to the leisured life 
of the vagabond. The curtailing of that leisure by any kind
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of work, or even by trying to live well on nothing a year, 
would be too much reality for a fashionable novelist.
The Eaü. of Bagnigge, a man of stronger fibre, manages 
to support a week of footman’s life, but he is greatly 
changed since the time his main interest in life was
I \ \
coulis de dindonneau a la Ste. Menehould or a supreme de
cochon en torticolis a la Piffarde."^ An expert knowledge
of eating was one part of Pelham’s social equipment which
Bulwer never revised. Pood, usually in French, is a constant
theme of Pelham’s conversation, in his long rhapsody over
pâte de foie gras, "thou evening star of entremets," in his
dinners with Lord Guloseton, the eccentric gourmand peer
who finds in Pelham somebody who can match his knowledge,
in his lament over the inability of the English tourist to
understand French dishes:
01 English people, English people I Why can you 
not stay and perish of apoplexy and Yorkshire 
pudding at home;^
a sentence which Mrs. Gore, who recognised a fellow-worker,
used as the motto for her Greville.
The Guloseton episodes, in particular, are^like the 
rhapsodies on dress, intended satirically, but the stress 
which Bulwer lays on Pelham’s impeccable taste in dining shows
^ Pelham, xxii.81. 
^ Pelham. xii.41#
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that here is another social asset, descriptions of which he 
will use unscrupulously to command interest for the book 
and respect for the hero. In one of his rare and shuddering 
excursions into urban middle-class life, Bulwer takes the 
electioneering Pelham to the house of some bourgeois voters. 
They are eating a blackberry pudding when Pelham arrives, and 
there is no doubt that Bulwer shares his hero’s feeling that 
it is this pudding which puts them beyond the pale of 
humanity.
Thackeray, although he wrote on his interest in food 
in'^ Memorials of Gormandizing'^ and'* Barmecide Banquets T does 
not make French menus an important part of his heroes’ 
conversational equipment. Alcide de Mirobolant, whose name 
is in his favour as a fashionable hero, lists some French 
dishes while confessing his love for Blanche, just as 
Pelham listed perfumes when he first saw his Ellen. In 
placing the pure Blanche in company with the equally white
V \
"potage a la Reine Blanche," "filet de merlan à l ’Agnes," 
"Eperlan a la Sainte-Therese," "pudding à la Reine Elisabeth," 
"Nid de tourtereaux a la Roucoule,", and "Ambrosie de Calypso
s. 1
a la Souveraine de mon Coeur," Thackeray is making his 
moral comment on that pattern of all sentimental silver-fork 
heroines. Harrjjy Foker too, in conversation with his mother
^ Works. XII. Pendennis. xxiii.291.
about the dinner at the Claverings the night before,
substitutes praise of the stunning maraschino jelly for that
of the object of his affections,^ and though Poker means no
comparison, it is only right that the sylph should be classed
with the other familiar trappings of the silver-fork world.
With clothes, as with food, Bulwer’s satirical intentions
are obscured by his admiration for the object of the satire.
He intends his maxims on dress in the second and subsequent
editions of Pelham to be satirical, but clearly does place
2
great importance on "the fall of a collar." Bulwer’s
attitude is less an attack on society for its values, than
a mocking of it for not being completely up-to-date. The
perfect distinction of Pelham’s dress, setting the fashion
for black evening wear, puts him in a position to sneer at
his landlady who vulgarly aims above her station, and is
%
"dressed out like a print in the Magasin des Modes . T h e  
landlady has offended good taste, but not the morality which 
Becky offends when she visits little Rawdon looking like "a 
vivified figure out of the Magasin des Modes. S i m i l a r l y ,  
the hero of the unfinished Greville is above the current 
trifling taste in interior decoration and furniture; his
^ Works. XII. Pendennis. xxxix.495*
 ^ Pelham, xliv.174.
Pelham, xxii.77.
^ Works. XI. Vanity Pair, xxxvii.477
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rooms are scattered with simple, massive, ornaments in the 
way of ormolu candelahras, bronze groups and ebony cabinets,^ 
all impeccably in the latest taste, and, therefore, above 
satire,
Bulwer’s heroes can live constantly with high society 
flummery without becoming corrupted by it, but Becky’s fall 
is accompanied by that of the glittering trinkets which are
the symbol of the high position to which she has attained.
2
The "serpents and rings and baubles" which glitter throughout
the scene where Rawdon finds her with Steyne, the diamond
which cuts Steyne*s forehead, the "dresses and feathers,
%
scarfs and trinkets,^ which lie scattered around her when 
she is left alone, the "four richly gilt Louis Quatorze 
cftadlesticks, six gilt Albums, Keepsakes and Books of Beauty, 
a gold enamelled snuff-box which had once belonged to Mada^me 
du Barri, and the sweetest little inkstand and mother-of-pearl 
blotting-book which Becky used when she composed her charming 
little pink n o t e s , w i t h  which Pifine absconds, all mock 
Becky’s fall from status. They are the world she has lost, 
the world of glitter and good taste. Bulwer never uses 
such descriptions except to effect our appreciation of the
^ Life and letters. Il.viii.lO.
^ Works. XI. Vanity Pair, liii.675.
^ Works. XI. Vanity Pair, liii.677.
^ Works. XI. Vanity Pair. lv.691*
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hero’s savoir-faire and satisfy the reader’s love of luxury, 
the natural aims of a fashionable novel. Reginald Glanville’s 
perfumed chanhers, which disappeared from the 1859 edition of 
Pelham, told the reader nothing about the revenge-crazed 
misanthrope who inhabited them.
Thackeray was fond of burlesquing the interior decoration 
descriptions of the silver-fork novelists. That assiduous 
reader of Pelham. Jeames de la Pluche, dwells, in his Diary, 
on the chaste splendour of his satin and gold apartments at 
the ’’Halbiny’*; the lush magnificence of the "moderate­
sized apartment"^ in Holywell Street where Mendoza ruled the 
fate of nations was hardly more fantastic than the interiors 
of The young Duke. In his own novels, those interiors which 
are described at length as being in the height of fashion 
are usually in bizarre contrast with their owners. We see 
the Begum in the "chaste splendour" of her drawing-room, 
with all its brocade and gilt chairs, "Books of Beauty,
2
yataghans, Turkish papooshes, and boxes of Parisian bonbons." 
She does not much admire the gimcracks of fashion; more 
sinister is the fine house in Tyburnia with its velvet 
carpets and painted shepherds, its "étagères and bonbonnières, 
and chiffonnières, over which Rosey Newcome proudly presides.
^ Works. VIII.108. "Codlingsby."
 ^ Works. XII. Pendennis. xxxvii.472.
 ^ Works. XIV. The Newcomes. lxiii.825.
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and which we see, both in the days of its splendour, and
when it falls as plunder. These apartments are as lush as
anything in Bulwer or Disraeli, but their splendour is not
real, or related to their owners; they fool only the victims
of society, just as, in a more innocent context, Jeames
Plush was stunned by the aristocratic splendour of that
painted village on the Garonne where:
The little children scattered calico flowers 
on their path, the snowy-aired old men with 
red faces and rinkles took off their brown-paper 
at8 to slewt the noble Marcus. Young and old 
led them to a woodn bank painted to look like 
a bower of roses, and when they set down danst
ballys before them. 0 ’twas a noble site to
see the Marcus too, smiling ellygint with 
feathers in his edd and all his stars on, and 
the young Marchynisses with their ploomes, and 
trains^and little coronicksi^
Some time in the course of a fashionable novel, the 
hero, at least, would probably tour the Continent; this 
excursion abroad gave added sophistication to the novel, 
and Bulwer realized this when he took Pelham to Paris. The 
long Paris episode does little to further such plot as there
is, but it adds a cosmopolitan flavour to Pelham’s social
know-how, in his many dissertations on the cooking, literature 
and social events of Prance and England. Later, when 
Bulwer ceased to record other details of fashionable life, 
the foreign tour remained. Godolphin goes abroad to brood
^ Works. VIII.154-5. "Crinoline."
over the vanities of life at the Colosseum; Ernest Maltravers,
sated with civilization, plunges further East among barbaric
tribes. The angle is different, but the intention the same,
to extend the hero’s reputation as a man of the world.
Thackeray uses the same episode in taking his characters
to the Rhine, to Rosenbad, and to Baden, "prettiest booth
of all Vanity Pair,"^ but the different setting of the
new booth is used to do more than display the hero’s
sophistication. The young Earl of Bagnigge "had looked at
2
the Pyramids without awe, at the Alps without reverence;" 
his excursions abroad are simply another romantic attribute.
The foreign tours of the Sedleys and Newcomes mark a definite 
stage in the plot, in Vanity Pair the way in which the 
balance of fortunes between Becky and Amelia has altered in 
Amelia’s favour, in The Newcomes the remorseless extension 
of the boundaries of Vanity Pair across the Channel. It 
is at Baden, not at the Colosseum, that the vanities of life 
may be observed.
Another vanity, which was a common part of the fashionable 
hero’s social equipment, was the actress or opera singer.
While the hero and heroine, like Bagnigge and Amethyst, 
might first meet at the opera, it was also likely that the
^ Works. XIV. The Newcomes. xxx.401.
 ^ Works. VIII.115. "Lords and liveries."
hero was, at some point in the story, entangled with one
of the sylphs on the stage. The lights of the theatre glitter
throughout Thackeray, more lights on another booth of Vanity
Pair. In The Young Duke the Duke of St. James’s opera-
singer elicits the query:
Have you seen the primal dew ere the sun has lipped 
the pearl? Have you seen a summer fly, with tinted 
wings of shifting light, glance in the languid 
noontide air? Have you marked a shooting star or 
watched a young gazelle at play?
Clive Newcome meets the divine Saltarelli with somewhat
different emotions; Miss Pinckney, Miss Rougemont, and
Madame Coralie, the companions of Harry Poker, who has so
many of the attributes of a fashionable hero, are equally
unlike gazelles at their Richmond dinner.
Bulwer’s heroes are rather above opera-singers and
courtesans, but their moral attitudes do not force them to
lack this necessary piece of social equÿment. The hero of
The Bisowned is hotly pursued in the opera-house by La
Meronville, current toast of the town; the first love of the
sixteen-year-old Godolphin is an actress. Godolphin is
already far too sophisticated to be infatuated with Panny
Millinger as the young Pendennis was to be with the Potheringay,
but he too passes through a stage of disillusion while watching
one of the actress’s performances. In both cases the actress
 ^ Disraeli. "The young Buke." Ill.iii.
in question is depicting the maternal agonies of Cora in
Sheridan’s Pizarro. and her actual lack of feeling is
contrasted with the emotion she arouses in the audience,
and has once aroused in the hero, tb show the falseness
of this district of Vanity Pair. When the Potheringay brings
the house down with "0 God, there’s blood upon him," the
London theatrical men wonder "Who taught her that dodge?
When Panny Millinger moves an audience to tears, Godolphin
comments gloomily that "the whole science of acting is trick.
Panny is really thinking of her supper; we do not know what
3the Potheringay is thinking of, probably veal and ham pie.
In Bulwer’s case, however, it is the hero himself who makes 
the comment, in Thackeray’s^disinterested bystanders who 
appear only this once. Bulwer uses Panny to demonstrate 
that Godolphin has both social success and the profundity to 
recognise the worth of such success. Thackeray, by placing 
the comment in the mouths of minor characters who draw no 
moral conclusion themselves from it makes the whole scene 
far more telling. The Potheringay is not used to display 
the hero’s prowess as a silver-fork hero, although Pen later 
at university finds his romance comes in useful in that way;
^ Works. XII. Pendennis. xiv.156.
^ Godolphin. xiii.275.
Works. XII. Pendennis. v.64. She made "the best veal 
and ham pie in England."
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the whole episode is the first step throûgh the booths of 
Vanity Pair.
Despite his consistent use of silver-fork ingredients,
Bulwer made many attacks on the fashionable novel. Even
in that pattern of silver-fork novels Pelham, these attacks
appear, giving the book another level of sophistication.
The characters wrangle about their merits; Pelham’s mother
finds the ignorance of the silver-fork novelists amusing,^
and another character criticizes their excessive use of
titles and the improbably pompous conversation of the titled
characters. Ignoranne is not the only fault, the dilettante
is equally unwanted; "gentlemen, who are not writers, are
2
as bad as writers who are not gentlemen." In The ^ Disowned
Bulwer speaks of the extraordinary public taste for reading
pages of fictional, would-be fashionable, small-talk:
When the very best conversation one can get is 
so insufferably dull, how do you think people ^
will be amused by reading a copy of the very worst?
In Godolphin he makes a not very bright peer comment on
their influence:
Those "fashionable novels" as they are called, 
do us a devilish deal of mischief - make us seem 
quite unamiable and heartless.4
^ Pelham, xxvi.105.
 ^ lxvii.298.
 ^ xxix.147.
^ First edition. III.xi.105#
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Both Bulwer and Thackeray dislike the vulgarity, the
shallowness, the immorality of the silver-fork. Thackeray,
reviewing Mrs. Gore’s Sketches of English Character, spoke
of the narrow, vulgar view of the world it presented:
Supposing that Pall-mall v/ere the world, and 
human life finished with the season, and Heaven 
were truffled turkies and the Opera, and duty 
and ambition were bounded in dressing well and 
getting tickets to Lady Londonderry’s dancing 
teas, Mrs. Gore’s Sketches of Character might 
be a good guide book.^
A good guide-book was, of course, the view many had taken of
Pelham. The fashionable novel did have another merit,
however, as Thackeray pointed out in The Book of Snobs :
Mrs Cruor’s works, and Mrs. Wallop’s novels are 
also wholesome, if not pleasant reading. For 
these ladies, moving at the tip-top of fashion, 
as they undoubtedly do, and giving accurate pictures 
of the genteel, serve to v/arn many honest people 
who might otherwise be taken in, and show fashion­
able life to be so utterly stupid, mean, tedious, 
drivelling, and vulgar, as to reconcile spirits , 
otherwise discontented to mutton and Bloomsbury 
Square.2
Bulwer made the same point in England and the English;
Few writers ever produced so great an effect on 
the political spirit of their generation as some 
of these novelists, who, without any other merit, 
unconsciously exposed the falsehood, the hypocrisy, 
the arrogant and vulgar insolence of patrician 
life.5
The fashionable novels, like Almack’s in Godo l.phin, had
1
2
3
Contributions. 142.
Works. IX.332.xvii. ’’On literary snobs.’ 
Second edition. II.iv.2.108.
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played their part in furthering Reform.
With the vulgarity went a lack of morality. Thackeray
said of Mrs. Gore’s Sketches :
They are clear, sprightly (too sprightly), coarse, 
and utterly worldly. A direct morality is not 
called for, perhaps, in works of fiction, but 
that a moral sentiment should pervade them, at 
least, is no disadvantage.^
He caught the trite moralizing of the silver-fork novel
perfectly in "Lords and Liveries":
The seventeenth Earl - gallant and ardent, and in 
the prime of youth - went forth one day from 
the Eternal City to a steeple-chase in the 
Campagna. A mutilated corpse was brought back 
to his hotel in the Piazza de Spagna. Death, 
alas I is no respecter of the NobilityI That 
shattered form was all that remained of the fiery, 
the haughty, the wild, but the generous Aftamont 
de Pentonville.‘ Such, such is fate 12
Underneath this lip-service to morality was a callousness
which Thackeray gave to all his wholehearted occupants of
Vanity Pair. Reviewing Lady Charlotte Bury’s lachrymose
novel Love, he describes how the heroine’s husband "goes,
to use a common phrase, to the deuce." It was a phrase
which Thackeray particularly disliked in a serious context,
and very suitable to the moral tone of a novel written by
the authoress of the scandal-raking Diary of the fimes of
^ Contributions. 140.
^ Works. VIII.115.
 ^ Works', 1.88. From the Times. 11.1.38.
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George IV. He was clearly remembering a recent occasion 
where a novelist had used that phrase in a serious context; 
when the high-minded Ernest Maltravers succumbs to 
temptation and seduces the innocent Alice DaJVil, Bulwer 
comments :
it is observable that a woman is never so sure of 
going to the deuce as when her lover attempts 
to save her from it.1
Thackeray attacked Bulwer*s use of this phrase furiously in
both his reviews of Ernest Maltravers, commenting in Fraser’s:
After a deal of namby-pamby Platonism, the girl, 
as Mr Bulwer says, ’^goes to the deuce." The 
expression is as charming as the morality, and 
appears amidst a quantity of the very finest 
writing about the good and the beautiful, youth, 
love, passion, nature and so forth.^
In Vanity Fair he placed the phrase in the mouth of a callous
habituée of the fashionable world:
’That was the most beautiful part of dear Lord 
Nelson’s character^’ Miss Crawley said. ’He 
went to the deuce for a woman. There must 
be good in a man who will do that/5
The use of the phrase betrays the shallowness of the
sentiment; Miss Crawley is horrified when she finds that
Rawdon has followed Lord Nelson’s example. People, in
Ernest Maltravers. First edition. I.i.6.73#
Fraser’s. 1.38. ’’Our batch of novels for Christmas 1837#" 
 ^ Works. XI. Vanity Fair. xi.l28.
Thackeray, cannot go to the deuce; this is a phrase only
to be used of the flummery of society life, as he uses it
later in the novel:
Wine, wax-light8, comestibles, rouge, crinoline 
petticoats, diamonds, wigs, Louis Quatorze 
gimcracks, and old china, park hacks and splendid 
high-stepping carriage horses - all the delights 
of life, I say, - would go to the deuce, if people 
did but act upon their silly principles, and 
avoid those whom they dislike and abuse.
Pelham, whatever its author’s protests, shared much of 
this flippant type of moralizing. The fashionable novel 
proper guides its readers through descriptions of the tastes 
and scenes common to high society; Bulwer uses all the 
normal events, but suggests that he is satirizing the 
importance attached to them by their devotees. In fact, 
by making his hero an infallible judge of all the minutiae
of social life, he merely serves the usual silver-fork
purpose of inducing a disproportionate reverence for them 
in the reader. It is constantly suggested, and all the 
more insidiously for the veneer of satirical language, that 
the vulgarity of concentrating on these matters exists only 
in those people who cannot bring the same high standards
of taste to the subject as Henry Pelham. The Edinburgh, ,
in what was the most balanced review Pelham received, said: 
The spirit of Pelham was undoubtedly somewhat
 ^ Works. XI. Vanity Pair, li.642.
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sectarian; nor are we altogether surprised that 
its scope should have been pretty generally 
identified with that of its more flimsy 
contemporaries. Even under the guise of satire, 
there was a visible anxiety to engage our 
sympathies, and enlist our prejudices, in behalf 
of the man of fashion.1
The essential appeal of Pelham was a snobbish one; the
satirical veneer was useful only in disarming criticism of
its guide-book tendencies. It was also a product of
Bulwer*s romantic admiration for the extremities of life;
here the aristocracy was admirable, as the underworld was
to be in Paul Clifford.^
The real moral of Pelham, not that a fashionable life
is not worth leading, but that it is only worth leading
superlatively well, is made in the hero. He is a prominent
figure in high society, apparently entirely absorbed in its
pursuits, but behind locked doors he reads vastly in
political economy, and^throughout^his great success as an
arbiter of fashionable taste never corrupts him. He is
always fully aware of the world’s values. In fact Pelham
would probably have gone the way of Barnes Newcome, another
languid and dandified member of society, who waltzed divinely
and made very satirical conversation.'^ Bulwer is anxious
for his hero to have the qualities of both worlds, and so
^ 4.32.
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see above.M.
3
Works. XIV. The Newcomes. xxxii.419#
U3
his satire cannot dig deep. The Edinburgh remarked:
All this Mr Bulwer protests is meant for satire; 
but really the satire, if such it be, is so 
impalpable, so bland, that nine out of ten 
mistake it for eulogy.1
Hyde Park, we learn, is the dreariest place in London, English
tourists display shocking ignorance in French restaurants,
and the middle-classes have no taste in food at all. This
is hardly essential satire, and although Bulwer displayed
intermittently throughout his career a certain flair for
Oscar Wilde-type epigrams, such as "An Englishman never owns
2
that he does not know a duchess," and "Home is the English 
synonym for the French e n n u i , t h e s e  are tossed out in 
isolated splendour, and lose their effect for want of support. 
The spirit of the amusing first chapter where Pelham’s 
father, to his great regret, bumps into his wife while she 
is eloping, and, owing to the untimely presence on the scene 
of some servants, is forced to react suitably and thus lose 
the hope of damages from her wealthy lover, which he, unlike 
Rawdon Crawley, would have appreciated, is never again 
recaptured.
Thackeray’s characters, unlike Bulwer’s cannot have 
both worlds; if they move into high society they are running
^ 4.32.
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Pelham, xviii.67# 
 ^ Alice. V.ill.195.
a considerable danger of corruption. The respective 
standpoints of the two authors are strikingly contrasted. 
Bulwer writes as one perfectly au fait with society,
Thackeray as from outside it. Although Thackeray admits 
that he would go to a reception at Lord Steyne*s if he were 
invited, he relies on Tom Eaves for inside information about 
Gaunt House. He remains outside, in the world from which 
Becky has moved to the splendours and corruption of Vanity 
Pair. Other characters are given the choice between these 
two worlds. Pendennis cannot have success in the fashionable 
world without Blanche Amory and her money, and he almost 
succumbs to the temptation. Ethel Newcome, for all her 
spirit, nearly lets herself be sacrificed in the marriage 
market, that theme of so many fashionable novels. They 
cannot move, like the strong, incorruptible Pelham, unharmed 
through Vanity Pair.
In Thackeray those characters who are most addicted to 
the flummery of the fashionable world are the most corrupted. 
Blanche, above the real Betsy Amory, has built up the image 
of the perfect silver-fork heroine. "Miss Amery is a muse - 
Miss Amory is a mystery - Miss Amory is a femme incomprise"^ 
says Captain Strong. She is the melancholy. Lady Charlotte 
Bury type heroine, writing her lugubrious Mes Larmes, and
^ Works. XII. Pendennis xxii.268.
l(^
crying "I’m weary, I ’m weary - oh that the Angel of Death
would come and carry me a w a y I T h e  Westminster, surveying
the fashionable novel in 1829, had complained:
Possibly the most fatiguing and irksome of God’s 
creatures, out of a book, is a gloomy hypocrite, 
but in a novel a morbid wight of this description 
is always infinitely interesting.^
Thackeray reveals the fatiguing and irksome effect Blanche’s
presence had on the Clavering household, due to the clash
between Betsy and Blanche, the convict’s daughtei; and the
fashionable heroine, with her fashionable letters, scattered
with French, or beginning "You are spoiled by the world,
and her fashionable looks:
She had such a slim waist, that it was a wonder 
to behold; and such slim little feet, that you 
would have thought the grass would hardly bend 
under them. Her lips were of the colour of 
faint rosebuds, and her voice warbled limpidly 
over a set of the sweetest little pearly teeth 
ever seen.^
Blanche eventually achieves her most suitable end, a salon 
in France, and publication at the house of Bungay.
Madame la Duchesse d ’lvry, the Mary, Queen of Scots of 
Baden, authoress of the romantic, if largely fictitious ^ 
travel-book. Footprints of the Gazelles, is another^nastier
^ ■ Works. XII.xliv.566.
^ 4.29.
^ Works. XII.lxxii.922. 
^ Works. XII.xxii.275.
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Blanche with the same conversational style:
Hopei It smiled at me in my little convent-chamber, 
played among the flowers which I cherished, 
warbled with the birds w h i ^ ^I loved. But it 
quitted me at the door of the World, Stenie.
This, despite the speaker’s insincerity, is perfectly true.
The only way the devotees of Vanity Pair can escape the
hollowness and corruption of their life is back through the
door from the fashionable world. Major Pendennis, hero of
so many manoeuvres in society, is finally defeated in his
plans for Pen, and ends up "very serious" under Laura’s
influence. Kew, the dissolute young peer, sows his oats as
Alured de Pentonville did, is awakened to virtue after his
duel, and becomes a respectable country landowner. Then
there are the wouldbe Henry Pelhams, George Osborne, "that
2
low-bred Cockney dandy, that padded booby," who corrupts 
himself by trying to enter an alien world, and aping his 
betters, and Harry Poker who, on his first entrance, with 
bulldogs, gold chains and cheeseplate buttons, is completely 
the young man about town to the momentarily dazzled Pen; 
Osborne corrupts himself by trying to catch the spirit of 
a world above him, Harry , born to that world, is saved 
from corruption by his inability to live up to his natural
^ Works. XIV. The Newcomes. xxxiv.449. 
^ Works. XI. Vanity Pair, lxvii.866.
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role successfully, where an abler man, a Henry Pelham, would 
have been lost.
Bulwer later changed his views; in Godolphin and
Night and Horning he sets the worthless glitter of the
fashionable world against that of real men and women. This
view, although overstated almost out of recognition, is the
same as Thackeray’s view of Vanity Pair, but Bulwer’s
melodramatic handling of it destroys any satirical worth
it might have had. In Night and, horning the hollow fashionable
world is contrasted, not with humdrum everyday existence,
but with the underworld of a great city, and with an idyllic
pastoral scene. Bulwer makes no attempt to use any of the
common scenes or themes of the fashionable novel, the
continental tour, the marriage market, the opera, all themes
which Thackeray used, or to give any details of fashionable
life which would make a specific satirical point. There is
much talk of Greed and Pleasure and Polly, but the nearest
we get to any actual observation of the subject is a purple
passage about the London Season:
When the halls yawn for their prey, and opera- 
singers and fiddlers - creatures hatched from 
gold, as the dung-flies from the dung - swarm, 
and buzz, and fatten, round the hide of the 
gentle Public ... It is a gay time for the 
painted harlot in a crimson pelisse} and a gay 
time for the old hag that loiters about the 
thresholds of the gin-shop, to buy back, in a 
draught, the dreams of departed youth.1
1 I.xi.90.
This is not the deceitful glitter of Vanity Pair. In the
booths which Thackeray creates, the surface is gay and
charming, and we are only gradually aware of the nightmares
beneath. In Night and Morning the evil stalks abroad for
all to see, largely created by a fiendish peer, ceaselessly
plotting to defraud the rightful heir of his estate, or
seduce a lunatic who turns out to be his grand-daughter.
In Gaunt House too:
The dark mark of fate and doom was on the 
threshold, - the tall old threshold surmounted 
by coronets and carved heraldry.2
but it was a natural calamity that haunted Lord Steyne. It
is the contrast between the glittering world which lies on
the surface, and the common afflictions of humanity beneath
to which its inhabitants are subject, that provides the
moral force in Thackeray’s descriptions of Vanity Pair. The
afflictions seem more terrible because of the contrast, and
the people involved are probably, through force of circumstance;
more corrupt, but they are common. It is death which waits
for those heedless heathens. Miss Crawley and Lady Kew, not
some fiendish machination of their own^recoiling. It is the
suddenness with which Thackeray can turn from one side of
the picture to the other which makes the effect:
ever after, when I have thought of the splendid
^ Works. XI. Vanity Pair, xlvii.595*
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castle towering in the midst of shady trees, under 
which the dappled deer are browsing; of the 
terraces gleaming with statues, and bright with 
a hundred thousand flowers; of the bridges and 
shining fountains and rivers wherein the castle 
windows reflect their festive gleams, when the 
halls are filled with happy feasters, and over the 
darkling woods comes the sound of music; always,
I say, when I think of Castle Bluebeard, it is to 
think of that^ittle dark closet, which I know 
is there, and which the lordly owner opens 
shuddering - after midnight - when he is sleepless 
and must go unlock it, when the palace is hushed, 
when teauties are sleeping around him unconscious, 
and revellers are at rest.L
In England and the English Bulwer gave snobbery as the
great national vice, and traced it to the social upheavals
of the last decades, and the constantly shifting frontiers
of class which made people uncertain of their social positions.
He speaks of it in his novels, in Pelham saying of the
English as a race:
While they profess to abhor servility, they 
adulate the peerage; while they tell you they 
care not a rush for the minister, they move heaven 
and earth for an invitation from the minister^ s 
wife.2
This is the vice of old Osborne:
Whenever he met a great man he grovelled before 
him, and my-lorded him as only a free-born 
Briton can do.5
In the fragment Greville the hero harangues a hostess #ieoo
^ Works. XIV. The Newcomes.xi.150# 
^ lxvii.291.
 ^ Works♦ XI. Vanity Pair.xili.154.
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whose desire to imitate the great makes her a prey to the 
problems of the snob, again a subject later treated by 
Thackeray:
The eternal root of mauvais ton is IHffÂTlâM ••• 
your world becomes nothing more than a great game 
follow the leader. It is not difficult, my 
dear Mrs Holroyd, to see why this makes all of 
you so vulgar. I use a vulgar word, but no 
other conveys what I mean"! 1Î you are always 
imitating, you can never be at your ease ...
You have recourse to a thousand little mean arts 
in order to be as much as possible like Mr that^ 
or Lady this. All these little mean arts are 
easily discoyered. You become ridiculous^ and 
what is worse, you are unconscious of it
Thackeray not having given "snob" its final meaning, Bulwer
uses the word "vulgar" but the point is the same as that
Thackeray makes in The Book of Snobs. Later, Greville,
with an affectation of snobbery, declares that he never
travels in a stage-coach because "I shouldn’t ^ish voluntarily
2
to expose myself to rude cont'act;" this is the attitude of 
Thackeray ’ s* Lady Li’s Journal of a Visit to Foreign Courts, 
when Lady L. (Lady Londonderry) dislikes railway-travelling 
because it brings her into "contact with all sorts and 
conditions of people." When a listener protests that these 
people are fellow-creatures, the Duke of Jenkins cries "For 
Heaven’s sake moderate your expresseions." Although Bulwer 
can speak of snobbery, he makes no effort to portray it; his
^ Life and letters. II.ix.359# 
 ^ Life and letters. II.xi.376. 
 ^ Punch. 27.1#44.
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characters are all upper-class, quite sure of their place 
at the top of the social ladder. He draws no middle-class 
figures within striking distance of social distinction, no 
strivers after high fashion or hangers-on of the great, and 
misses an opportunity to display the social evil he mentions. 
Thackeray extending his viewpoint to the City and Bloomsbury 
can give us the effects of this social restlessness with 
did Osborne or Maria Newcome.
Bulwer also attacks the marriage market in England and 
the English, although his chief worry seems to be its effect 
on conversation. Hostesses encourage only wealthy eligible 
bachelors to talk, and this drags down the intellectual 
level of the evening. He does use the marriage market as 
a central theme in Godolphin. but as Constance, his heroine, 
angles for a rich husband only as a necessary step in her 
revengeful campaign to pull down the aristocracy whose 
arrogance killed her father, she hardly provides a typical 
example of the victim of the marriage market. This Thackeray 
gives us in Ethel Newcome, who has no extraordinary excuse 
for allowing the conventions of the fashionable world to rule 
her life:
But for a heroine of a story, be she ever so clever, 
handsome, and sarcastic, I don’t think for my 
part at this present stage of the tale^Miss Ethel 
Newcome occupies a very dignified position. To 
break her heart in silence for Tomkins who is in 
love with another; to suffer no end of povei^, 
starvation, capture by ruffians, ill-treatment by
laa
a bullying husband, loss of beauty by the small-pox, 
death even at the end of the volume; all these 
mishaps a young heroine may endure (and has 
endured in romances over and over again), without 
losing the least dignity, or suffering any 
diminution of the sentimental reader’s esteem.
But a i±rl of great beauty, high temper, and 
strong natural intellect, who submits to be 
dragged hither and thither in an old grandmother’s 
leash, and in pursuit of a husband who will run 
away from the couple, such a person, I say, is in 
a very awkward position as a heroine.!
Ethel is not a romance heroine, though she has most of the
necessary attributes; she is ruled by the natural conventions
of her world, and as such provides a valid example of their
evil effects. The ultimate result of these is shown in
Clara Pulleyn, and it is only from this startling lesson, and
not from a natural perception of society’s evils such as
any heroic Bulwerian figure would have, that she draws the
necessary moral and takes the unworldly course.
Society as a whole, not just the marriage market, took 
its toll. The ageing devotee of Vanity Pair is a figure 
common to Bulwer and Thackeray. Bulwer’s elderly roues, 
Augustus Saville in Godolphin, and Lord Lilburne in Night 
and Morning, were considered at the time to be the strongest 
points of their respective books. They have a certain 
demoniac dash, and, in between concocting their fiendish 
plots, provide most of the social observation in a series 
of epigrams on society. Bulwer is both more and less
^ Works. XIV. The Newcomes. xlv.595.
<33
disapproving than Thackeray. He speaks of them with stern 
moral contempt; the Dead Sea fruits of old age await Lilburne, 
and Saville figures in a chapter called, with Bulwer*s usual 
partiality for the Typical, "The Roué has become a Valetudi­
narian."^ Major Pendennis, the Thackeray equivalent to 
Saville, lacks the Roue’s stage glitter, although the 
heroism of his schemings in society throughout is far more 
impressive, but he is a human figure, making the same point 
to perfect effect because he is not Typical. Similarly 
those ageing aristocrats. Lard Steyne and Lady Kew, have 
forceful characters born from their wealth, rank, and the 
natural inbred assurance these have given them, but they are 
not intellectual Machiavels, or witty commentators on the 
follies of society, as Lilburne is. They do not question 
the world into which they were born, and when they exploit 
it it is in the ways their position has taught them.
Bulwer was far too impressed by the sentimental and 
melodramatic possibilities of his theme to be truly satirical. 
The most-admired scene in Godolphin, praised by Blackwood’s 
obituary of him as one of the most impressive scenes he ever 
wrote, was Saville’s death. This is supposed to sum up 
the whole theme of the book, the corruption and necessary
^ Godolphin. Heading for chapter Ivi. 
 ^ 3.73.
downfall of the aristocracy, and builds up to a shoddily 
romantic climax, in which any number of well-worn images are 
called into play to make the whole stagey scene dignified 
and tragic. All the characters involved are acutely 
conscious that they are being Typical, and Saville is given 
a king’s exit. When Godolphin arrives at the deathbed, 
Saville greets him with:
^the game is up, the lights are going out, and 
presently the last guest will depart, and all 
will be darkness 1*
The physician has said that he will die at dawn. The next
few days will, of course, see the dawn of a new era with the
passing of the Reform Bill, and from that, of the aristocracy.
Their representative dies game:
His was no whimpering exit from life: the champagne
was drained to the last drop; and Death, like 
the true boon companion, was about to shatter 
the empty glass.2
An actress in tinstlly finery stands by the deathbed, and,
at his last gasp, in case anyone might conceivably have
missed the significance of the scene, Saville murmurs:
am a type of a system} I expire before the 
system; my death is the herald of its falli^
Thackeray allows Miss Crawley, that "kind and selfish, 
vain and generous old heathen,’’ a gentle passage out of "the
^ lxv.328. ^ ibid.
^ lxv.329.
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■busy struggle of Vanity Pair."^ For Lord Steyne a roll-call
of titles is an ironic epitaph, hut in the case of Lady Kew,
Thackeray makes a direct moral comment, which makes the
subject neither romantic, nor, though her fate is a common one.
Typical in Bulwer’s sense:
to live to fourscore years, and be found dancing
among the idle virgins I to have had near a century
of allotted time, and then be called away from
the giddy notes of a May Pair fiddleÎ To have
to yield your roses too, and then drop out of the 
bony clutch of your old fingers a wreath that 
came from a Parisian bandbox12
Lady Kew, too, dies off-stage, however; the death itself is
baldly stated in a newspaper account, not described with a
wealth of significant detail, and there is no glamourizing
of the departed devotee of the Pair.
The moral is made in the commentary; Thackeray*s 
characters are not conscious of their role in the story. 
Saville’s nea-t summary of his significance destroys the 
effect, but Thackeray’s characters are unconscious puppets 
moving through their actions while their creator comments, 
and the moral point is far more vividly made. It was 
probably Bulwer’s yeaning for the dramatic form, for the 
Shakespearean tragedy reincarnate in the novel, which made 
him forever have his characters pointing out the significance
^ Works. XI. Vanity Pair. xxiV.437. 
 ^ Works. XIV. The Newcomes. lv.?25.
of what they have just done. His own viewpoint is hopelessly
confused with his characters, their perceptions of the
situation are as acute as his, and since they are not the
victims, hut the conscious manipulators of social evils,
quite a different and improabahle satirical point is made.
We are asked to believe, not that the world is peopled with
snobs, but that it is peopled with Machiavellis.
Lilburne keeps up a running commentary on society; he
explains at length to his valet the difference between Vice
and Crime, he attafeks the Ceremony of the world, he quips:
‘On the face of a rich man’s heir is written the 
rich man’s memento morill
Thackeray comments in Pendennis:
A rteh man must keep his heir at his feast like 
a living memento mori.^
He says it himself; Bulwer would undoubtedly have made it
the climax of a harangue from Major Pendennis to Pen, or,
possibly, Morgan. The Vanity Pair devotees are not the
Thackeray characters who discuss moral question^ and the
vast amount of the moralizing is done by the commentator.
Thackeray keeps his position distinct; just as he is not
speaking of high society as one in the know, so he is at a
distance from his characters, able to point the significance
^ Night and Morning. IV.iii.321.
^ Works. XII. Pendennis.Ixi.791.
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of their actions. He includes himself among those who are
foolishly impressed by Vanity Pair, but this merely strengthens
the moral. Bulwer, on the other hand, drags his characters 
up to his own level of awareness; his talk of the Typical 
may give a spurious impression of moral significance, and 
Blackwood’s , in an article comparing Bulwer and Thackeray 
in 1857, was impressed. Speaking of London society they 
said:
the literary witnesses who bear testimony to this
condition of life,and make pictures of the manners
and customs of London in the nineteenth century, 
for the benefit of future historians, are chiefly 
Mr Thackeray, Punch and the Times.
Bulwer’s social viewpoint, on the other hand:
is so mixed with larger views of humanity and 
individual life that it would be wrong in any 
save the widest sense of the phrase to call that 
great writer a 'historian of'Society.’2
The large view, sweeping the earth, took in nothing and 
saw no significant detail; it was the witness who produced 
from the manners and customs of nineteenth-century London a 
coherent picture viewed from a consistent moral viewpoint.
It was not, as Bulwer imagined in his revisions of Pelham, 
the details of social life which were trivial, but the moral 
end to which they were used. Bulwer never realized this.
^ 9.57. ”Modern light literature.”
 ^ ibid.
and so, though he worked over the same material as Thackeray, 
and with the same intentions, he remained a fashionable 
novelist. The contrast between the two satirists, wouldbe 
and successful, strengthens the moral view of society taken 
by Thackeray.
iCHAPTER III 
The Historical Novel
Thackeray’s only attacks on Bulwer’s historical novels 
appeared in Catherine and ”George de Barnwell,” but a compariscn 
of his own historical novels with Bulwer’s, and the remarks 
of the two writers on the genre, show that they were as 
much opposed here as in the Newgate or fashionable fields.
Bulwer’s historical novels were scattered over a period 
of twenty years. Pour of his first six novels were set in 
the past, but of these only Devereux, which appeared in 
July 1829; was strictly an historical novel. The Disowned, 
Paul Clifford, and Eugene Aram made little attempt to 
recreate the past; they were set there for convenience or 
necessity, but their interest-lay elsewhere. Devereux, 
however, purported to be the memoirs of an Augustan 
gentleman; the hero himself was fictiti'ons, but, in the 
intervals of a lurid family quarrel, he mixed with the 
great, exchanged sentiments with Pope and Swift, listened 
to the confidences of St. John, capped the quips of Voltaire 
and Pontenelle, and went on diplomatic missions for Peter 
the Great.
Colburn gave Bulwer fifteen hundred pounds for Devereux.^
^ Life and letters. II.vii.12.233.
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but, though at first it was well-received, it had no lasting
success; Bulwer spoke of it as "the least generally popular
of my w r i t i n g s . O n  Thackeray it made more impression;
not yet disillusioned about Bulwer*s work, he discussed and
2
praised it in two letters a week apart. He must have had 
memories of Devereux years later when he was writing his 
own account, of an Augustan gentleman’s reflections oh that 
historical panorama which Bulwer’s hero called ”the great 
drama of vanities, with the little interludes of wisdom.”^
In 1833, after his two successful Newgate novels had 
brought him under heavy attack for immorality, Bulwer 
returned to the less controversial field of the historical 
romance. His efforts here were usually the fruit of sudden 
impulse. Harold, his last, inspired by the books in 
Tennyson d ’Eyncourt’s library,^ was written in three weeks.^ 
An autumn holiday in Italy accounted for his two Italian 
romances. A stay in Rome set Bulwer off writing Rienzi; 
visiting Naples he abandoned the last of the tribunes for 
The last Bays of Pompeii which appeared in September 1834. 
This time there was no doubt about his success with the
^ Life.and letters. II.vii.12.233.
^ Letters. To Mrs. Carmichael-Smyth. 20-iZ8?.29. and 2-4. 
I. 95. 98-9.
^ Devereux. Autobiographer’s introduction, ix.
^ Harold. Dedicatory epistle. 1848.
 ^ Life and letters. II.vii.5*163.
historical romance; while the gods themselves appeared
anxious to puff Edward Lytton Bulwer and obligingly staged
a minor eruption of Vesuvius,^ Pompeii won immediate
popularity with public and critics alike, and the destruction
of that ill-fated city became the Christmas attraction at 
2
the Adelphi.
It was ironic that Pompeii, a lightweight romance about 
two nice young lovers and a blind flower-girl, trapped in a 
series of orgies and circuses, in an idyllic Mediterranean 
city, and almost Bulwer*s least characteristic, work, was to 
become the novel most commonly associated with his name.
Bulwer thought very little of his most celebrated work, but 
while Eugene Aram and Ernest Maltravers, King Arthur and 
The Caxtons, are forgotten this century, the name of Bulwer 
Lytton has at least appeared on the credits of six films 
of Pompeii.
Its comparative lack of Bulwerian pretension was perhaps 
the reason for Thackeray’s amiability towards it in The 
Newcomes. Apparently unable to break himself of the habit 
of at least one reference to Bulwer in the course of a book, 
he speaks here of ’’Sir Bulwer Lytton’s delightful story, which
3
has become the history of Pompeii.” Admittedly Thackeray
On August 27-29, 1834. The news reached England at the 
end of September, and both the Examiner and the Athenaeum 
reported on the real and literary volcanoes in the same 
number.
The first night was December 15. The Examiner reviewed it 
on the 21st.
Works. XIV.XXXix.521.
goes on to say:
Admiring the wonderful ingenuity with which the 
English writer had illustrated the place by his 
text, as if the houses were so many pictures to 
which he had appended a story, Clive, the wag, 
who was always indulging his vein for caricature, 
was proposing that they should take the same place, 
names, people, and make a burlesque story: ’What
would be a better figure,’ says he, ’than Pliny’s 
mother, whom the historian describes as exceedingly 
corpulent, and walking away from the Catastrophe 
with slaves holding cushions behind her, to shield 
her plump person from the cinders 1’1
Pompeii, in a harmless way possessed the sentimentality of
Bulwer’s other novels.
Pompeii aroused little criticism. The general feeling 
was that Bulwer, after long wanderings in the wilderness of 
egotism and immorality, had reached a land flowing with milk 
and honey:
It would seem as if the very air which breathes 
over lands of classic song and story had allayed 
the fever of a spirit made sensitive and scornful 
perhaps by too close a communion with the narrow 
world around him, and^leaving all its energy and 
poetry in their first freshness, had subdued its 
irritability - we hope for e v e r  12
wrote the Athenaeum of the two Italian romances. .Both were
immensely popular, in England and on the Continent. Thackeray
speaks, in 1843, of the blind flower-girl’s success in
Germany.^ After then Bulwer struck out once more into the
wilderness, and not until The Caxtons in 1850 did he have
1
2
3
ibid.
12.12.35. Review of Rienzi.
Works. V.444. "George Herwegh’s poems."
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such a warm reception again. Here once more grandeur had
been abandoned for cosiness, and both times Bulwer resented
the superior success of the latter. In 1834 he wrote to
Lady Blessington:
I am enchanted that you like Pompeii. It is no 
great favourite of mine. I could not be egotistical 
enough in it, and while I wrote it I was longing
for a confessional. Its merit is perhaps/its
art; and it is to this rather than to what is ^ 
called genius that I owe whatever success I obtain».-
Bulwer the Misunderstood Genius had momentarily become Bulwer
the Consummate Artist, but Ernest Maltravers was soon to
put that to rights.
His next novel, like Eugene Aram, dealt with a subject 
already recalled to public attention by another work of 
literature. Miss Mitford’s tragedy, Rienzi, appeared in 
1828; Bulwer pointed out, fairly enough, in his preface
to his own version of the story that the two works were only
similar in their treatment of the love-interest. His own 
Rienzi, a colourful tale in which most of the characters 
were motivated by revenge, and the period flavour depended 
heavily on those stalwart supports of the medieval novel, 
the tourney, the troubadour, and the Black Death, appeared 
in December 1835, and, according to the author's grandson, 
sold more copies during Bulwer*s lifetime than any other of
^ Quoted in Lytton. I.iii.6.460-1.
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of his works.^ Bulwer suggested that the current interest
2
in Italian liberty helped its popularity. Wagner based an
early opera, Rienzi, on it, which was first, successfully,
performed in Dresden in 1842. Thackeray’s only reference
to it is an attack in "Picture gossip" on Bulwer’s rhapsody
over the Domenichino Sibyl.^
Leila in 1838 hardly qualified as a novel; it was a
long short story with a picturesque pseudo-historical setting,
and nobody, not even its author, paid it much attention.
By the 1840’s the historical novel was declining in popularity,
and The Last of the Barons, which appeared in March 1843,
was not as ecstatically received as were its two predecessors.
Bulwer’s by now matured determination to be more historical
than romantic had caused him* to try presenting a complete
panorama of fifteenth-century England, and the book was
almost as thickly packed with undigested facts as Harold
was to he. Thackeray found it unrealistic ; he said of
"George de Barnwell:"
the dialogue is quite as fine and correct as that 
in the Last of the Barons, or in Eugene Aram, or 
other works of our author, in which Sentiment and 
History, or the True and Beautiful^are united.5
1
2
3
4
5
Lytton. I.iii.9.527.
Rienzi. Preface to 1848 edition.
Works. 11.644. It first appeared in Eraser’s. 6.45. 
Rienzi. I.xi.83.
Works. VIII.89-90. "George de Barnwell."
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Harold, the last and worst of the historical novels,
1
appeared in June 1848 and, for a Bulwer novel, sold badly.
The author fortunately had a new string in the Caxton family.
It came outside the period of Thackeray’s major attacks on
Bulwer, but of the same subject in the hands of painters he
had earlier remarked:
And I congratulate the public that King Harold is 
buried at last; and hope that British artists 
will leave off finding his body any more, which they 
have been doing, in every Exhibition, for these
fifty years.2
Bulwer had, at any rate, buried his last historical hero with 
Harold. Pausanias the Spartan, eponymous hero of a novel 
Bulwer began writing in 1856, but never finished, did not 
reach the burying stage, which was just as well, since the 
fragment is loaded down with details and Bulwer clearly 
thought that classical times, even more than the Middle 
Ages, called for a lifeless formality. He did, however, 
manage to work his vision of historical grandeur into his 
epic. King Arthur, published in 1848-9* The main feature 
of this bizarre work, none of which was derived from 
Arthurian legend, was a trip by Arthur and Gawaine to the 
North Pole to encounter Esquimaux, trolls and Valkyrie, 
and win Thor’s shield, but Norse mythology was not the only
Bentley. A list of the principal publications during 
1848. 1897.
Works. VIII.428. "Professor Byles’s opinion of the 
Westminster Hall Exhibition." It first appeared in Punch 
10.7.47.
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requisition Bulwer made. The action included several battles
between Celt and Saxon, a Dido and Aeneas episode between
Arthur and an Etruscan Queen, a tour of Hell, Vikings and
Druids, Visigothic and Phoenician deities, mischievous
fairies, and a panorama of English history from the Lionheart
to "Cymri’s daughter,Victoria. The history was brought
up to date by the representation of Louis Philippe as a
2
Visigoth, and it was to Louis Philippe’s untimely fall, that
Bulwer attributed the failure of his "least perishable
monument." In this poem Bulwer gave full rein to his
fantastic ideas of grandeur as applied to history or indeed
to any given fact. The existing legends were not grand enough;
y he wrote of Tennyson’s version:
I can scarcely understand how any man could 
reconcile himself to dwarf such mythe3regical 
characters as Arthur, Lancelot and Merlin,into a 
whimpering old gentleman, a frenchified household 
traitor and a drivelling dotard.4
but he himself avoided any danger of dwarfing by inventing
his own material, and, among other inventions, Guinevere
became two Christian Saxon maids, Ginevra for Lancelot,
Geneveive for Arthur.
^ VII.
o
Lytton. II.iv.4.98. Just so St. Barbe/Thackeray in 
Disraeli’s Endymion. Ill.ix. complains that the dissolution 
of Parliament has stopped the sales of Topsy Turvey/
Vanity Pair.
 ^ King Arthur. Preface to first edition.
^ Lytton. II.vi.2.430.^1.
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Before abandoning the historical novel Bulwer wrote a
preface to the third edition of Harold which summed up his
theory about his historical novels:
There are two ways of employing the materials of 
History in the service of Romance: the one consists
in lending to ideal personages, and to an imaginary 
fable, the additional interest to be derived from 
historical groupings: the other, in extracting the
main interest of romantic narrative from History 
itself ••• The great author of Ivanhoe, and those 
amongst whom, abr:oad and at home, his mantle was 
divided, had employed History to aid Romance; I 
contented myself with the humbler task to employ 
Romance in the aid of History - to extract from 
authentic but neglected chronicles, and the 
unfrequented storehouses of Archaeology, the 
incidents and details that enliven the dry narrative 
of facts to which the general historian is 
confined, - construct my plot from the actual events 
themselves, and place the staple of such interest 
as I could create in reciting the struggles, and 
delineating the characters, of those who had been 
the living actors in the real drama.^
The idea that he was creating a new school of historical
novels, historical rather than romantic, had been with Bulwer
since the 1830’s, though he first stated it as his aim in the
Dedicatory Epistle to The Last of the Baronsl In his 1838
essay, "On art in fiction," he discussed various problems
of the historical novel, and attacked especially the prevailing
tendency to pay more attention to manners than to morals.
Like Carlyle, in his Sir Walter Scott earlier that year, he
complained that Scott was concerned only with producing
1
2
Harold. Preface to third edition. 1849. xf-xii.
Westminster. 1.38. Bulwer also attacked Scott for this in 
the 1835 preface to The disowned, "On the different kinds 
of Prose fiction."
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picturesque, theatrical effects, not with philosophy and 
ethics:
He regards the story with the eye of the property 
man, though he tells it with the fervour of the 
poet
In the 1835 Dedication of Devereux he also opposed himself 
to Scott, stating that he had used historical characters to 
supply period-flavour, rather than as persons involved in 
the plot. This aim seems, in fact, to hold out more danger 
of becoming a property man than does Scott’s, but elsewhere 
Bulwer also declared that his aim was to get the historical 
novel away from manners. In theory the romanee-writer, 
following Scott, used costumes and other historical trappings 
to make a fiction more picturesque; the historical novel 
writer wrested from the facts of history the truth of great 
national movements and the eternal passions, like most of 
Bulwer’s theories this sounded plausible enough, but, in fact, 
his interest in "the unfrequented storehouse of Archaeology" 
above Romance, yielded a far heavier percentage of property- 
man details a page than ever Scott had at his worst. Bulwer’s
dislike for
that Arch-Quack of tale-writing, Walter Scott, to 
whom I pray night and morning that I may see justice 
done before I die.2
^ Monthly Chronicle. 3.38.
 ^ Letters of the late Edward Bulwer, Lord Lytton, to his 
wife. Edited by L. Dewey. 1884. 122. No date given.
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had much the same effect on his writing as had his dislike
for that other great literary idol, Byron; in both cases
he adopted their worst faults.
Bulwer’s desire to brighten the dark places of history
came upon him only gradually. His ambition in the first
two historical novels was simply to evoke the spirit of a
bygone age. Devereux had much the same aim as Henry Esmond
was to have; an Augustan gentleman told his story, and colour
was added to.the domestic intrigue by the introduction of
historical personages. It was this aspect which held the
attention of the reviewers; most of them listed Devereux’s
many illustrious acquaintances and the comments ranged in
tone from the Westminster who found Bulwer*s "magic-lanthorn 
1
style" well done but irrelevant, to the Quarterly, where
Lockhart cited Devereux as the worst example extant of "the
2
vice of episodic tampering with illustrious names." Mean­
while the domestic intrigue was passed over by Eraser* s 
as "outre, bizarre, extravagant, inconsistent, ridiculous, 
immoral and offensive." The most significant comment for 
the future came from the Examiner:
in all these excellences there is an air of immediate 
research which impairs effect in a work of amusement 
... Scott, in his Waverley, produced no such
^ 10.29.
 ^ 12.32. 
 ^ 6.30.
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impression, because his lore was well mellowed, 
and merely assistant to his imagination. History . 
only furnished the ground and circumstances for 
the creatures of his invention. Mr Bulwer’s histor­
ical paintings, on the contrary, are introduced for 
their own sake, and not in aid of the fiction.1
This revealed both Bulwer’s lasting habit of writing on
just-acquired information, and his inability, or theoretical
objection to, fusing history and fiction successfully.
Meanwhile Thackeray, though commenting "the story is I
think the most misera^Dle) composition, I could write as good
a one myself," was impressed by the "thoughts strong and
deep" which were scattered through it and copied out a
2
quotation about Bezoni, the virtuous atheist. The incident 
in which Bezoni was involved was a very brief one but appears 
to have beeen the most impressive both to Thackeray and to 
George Eliot. Even in historical novels Bulwer believed 
in being controversial.
Despite the numerous attacks on the historical portions 
of "Devereux, Bulwer made no important alterations to them in 
subsequent editions though he removed some of the hero’s 
more coxcombical remarks. Bulwer’s sensitiveness to the 
opinions of reviewers is shown by the slightness of revision 
in the historical portions of the historical novels; they
9.8.29. Scott made the same comment on his imitators 
in his Journal. Uf-, oP 'ZL,3st-7. 1Ç37.
^ Letters. To Mrs. Carmichael-Smyth. 2-4.9.29. 1.98-9.
^ The George Eliot Letters. Edited by G.S. Haight. To 
Maria Lewis. 30.3.4Ô. 1.45.
did not come under attack for immorality or egotism. In
this novel he did, however, tone down his admiration for
Bolinghroke, his portrait of whom had been criticized. In
his first edition he announced his belief in a new and
superior interpretation he had made of that politician’s
character; he was retrieving a maligned hero’s reputation;
I incline to believe that his character - a 
character, which in my interpretation of history, 
was irregular, not abandoned - faulty, not vicious 
has been no less unexamined by his biographical 
commentators, than slandered by his political 
enemies.1
By 1835 he was speaking of Bolinghroke as ’’celebrated and
2
graceful, but charlatanic,’’ and by 1852 the belligerent
editor’s note of the first edition had disappeared.
His championing of Bolinghroke was Bulwer’s first
effort in ’’that liberal use of Analogical Hypothesis’* which
tends to clear up much that were otherwise obscure, 
and to solve the disputes and difficulties of 
contradictory evidence by the philosophy of the 
human heart.3
It was the novelist’s duty to penetrate straight to the 
truth which could not be seen by the Adding historian.
Bulwer had his greatest triumph in the field of historical 
interpretation with Rienzi, another maligned politician:
Devereux. First edition. 1829. Editor’s note.
2
Devereux. Dedicatory epistle to John Auldjo. 1835
3
The Last of the Barons. Dedicatory epistle. 1843.
having had occasion to read the original authorities 
from which modern historians have drawn their 
accounts of the life of Rienzi, I was led to believe 
that a very remarkable man had been superficially 
judged, and a very important period crudely 
examined.1
The success of Rienzi, which was acclaimed by many as his
greatest novel, strengthened Bulwer in his belief in
"Analogical Hypothesis." By 1848 he could claim that
historical research had vindicated his opinion, and that
his novel had "tended to restore the great Tribune to his
long forgotten claims to the love and reverence of the
2
Italian land." There was no longer any need for Rienzi
to exclaim to the grim shadow of the Tarpeian Rock:
All my visions of past honour and fame will reap 
but the damnation of eternal obloquy13
and the remark was accordingly omitted, the most significant
alteration in the text of Rienzi.
After his successful battle with "eternal obloquy"
Bulwer left the historical field until 1843> although, in 
1841, he was able to prove in one of his retrospective 
prefaces, that his three plays set in.France were a trilogy 
of historical significance. The Duchesse de la Valli^e 
displaying the ascendancy of the King, The Lady of Lyons
^ Rlen^. Preface to first edition. 1835. ix.
^ Rienzi. Preface to 1848 edition, xii. Omitted in 1854. I.x.51 
 ^ Rienzi. First edition. I.i.10.141.
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that of the people, and Richelieu that of the statesman.^
By this time his ambition for historical interpretation was
in full flower, and in his most ambitious novel so far,
The last of the Parons, he endeavoured to present the whole
structure of fifteenth-century England, and explain why it
disintegrated. His long dedicatory epistle shows how
seriously he took his duty of bringing romance to the service
of history. Neither the novel nor Harold were received with
the enthusiasm shown for the Italian romances, and there were
many complaints that Bulwer was overloading his books with
detail. In his preface to Harold, Bulwer states that he
intends to explain "why England was conquered, and how England
survived the conquest" along with suitable descriptions of
the different races of inhabitants, all the previous conquests
and immigrations, the state of the monarchy, church and
rival parties, the prevalent pagan religions, and a comparison
2
with the rise of chivalry and feudalism in Norman society. 
Fortunately the vogue for historical novels had waned, or the 
next step would probably have been a fictionalized version 
of Gibbon.
In the odd twelve years between Rienzi and Harold, 
while the grandeur of Bulwer’s historical vision was
^ Dramatic Works. Introduction.
^ Preface to third edition. 1849. xiii.
gradually overwhelming his usually acute perception of what
the public v/anted, Thackeray was occasionally burlesquing
the historical fictions of his day, and finding them
conspicuously lacking in reality. His own view of history
was not the grand one; reviewing the private correspondence
of the Duchess of Marlborough in 1838 he v/rote:
The dignity of history sadly diminishes as we 
grow better acquainted with the materials which 
compose it. In our orthodox history-books the 
characters move on as a gaudy playhouse procession, 
a glittering pageant of kings and warriors, and 
stately ladies, majestically appearing and passing 
away. Only he who sits/hear to the stage can 
discover of what stuff the spectacle is made.
The kings are poor creatures, taken from the (dregs 
of the company; the noble knights are dirty 
dwarfs in tin foil; the fair ladies are painted 
hags with cracked featiiBrs and soiled trains. One 
wonders how gas and distance could ever have 
rendered them so bewitching.1
Along with this disillusionment with the glamour of 
history went his attacks on the current historical romances, 
and his endeavours to provide a substitute which would present 
the reality of historical life. The burlesque, Catherine, 
as well as attacking the Newgate novel, could, by virtue of 
its setting in the early 1700*s^attack the historical name- 
dropping of Devereux and Harrison Ainsworth. Here Thackeray 
evoked the eighteenth-century without letting his characters 
rub shoulders with the great, and he preserved the same 
austerity in Barry Lyndon; the only characters who do.
^ Works. 1.79. "The Duchess of Marlborough’s private 
Correspondence." First appeared in the Times. 6.1.38.
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Barry and Brock, are both notorious liars. By Henry Esmond
Thackeray had absorbed the methods of some of his predecessors
in the form. A decade’s burlesquing of these methods had
taught him how to handle it tactfully.
The eighteenth century remained the only historical
period which was to appear, treated seriously, in a work
of Thackeray’s but the Middle Ages remained in his vision
throughout his writing career. He felt strongly that
no-one had so far produced a credible picture of that era;
in 1846 he wrote:
When shall we have a real account of those times 
and heroes - no good-humoured pageant,like those 
of the Scott romances - but a real authentic story 
to instruct and frighten honest people of the 
present day, andnake them thankful that the grocer 
governs the world now in place of-the baron?!
Lord Daudley’s poem about the mignonette in "Reading a poem’’
was a parody of a poem in a Keepsake but Thackeray would
have endorsed the moral Mr. Bludyer provided for it:
Where peaceful roam the kine and sheep 
Wlere men-at-arms with bow and bill*,
% e r e  blooms my flower upon the keep,
Â warder blew his clarion shrill.
And now for the moral
Dark memories of blood and crime.
AwayI the poet loves you not;
Ah me I the chieftains of that time 
Had never seen a flower-pot12
In 1841 he was himself trying to remedy the lack of a realistic
^ Works. IX.166. From Cornhill to Cairo. 
^ Works. 111.4*8.
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novel about the Middle Ages by writing The Knights of
Borsellen, but abandoned it after only a few chapters. It
is unlikely that he felt that The last of the Barons, with
its lament for the triumph of the grocer, "diminutive
offspring of our niggard and ignoble civilijpation, filled the
2
gap. His "fancy for the reign of Henry V" stayed with 
him; at the end of his life he intended to finish Borsellen  ^
but shelved it once more for the more familiar eighteenth- 
century and Denis Duval. Perhaps the conflict between his 
own unattractive vision of the period, and the charm of the 
romances’ version of the Middle Ages which he evoked so 
powerfully in A legend of the Rhine and Rebecca and Rowena 
was impossible to resolve.
In the 1840’s Thackeray resolved the conflict by 
affectionately burlesquing the extravagance of the romance- 
writers. In A Legend of the Rhine in 1845 he closely 
followed the improbable story of Dumas’s short novel,
Othen 1 ’Archer; in Punch’s prize Alovelists he burlesqued a 
typical G.P.R. James novel, in "Barbazurey and in Rebecca 
and Rowena in 1850, a development of his "Proposals for a 
continuation of Ivanhoe," made to Dumas in Fraser’s in 1846,
^ XII.Vi.628.
^ Letters. To Fitzgerald. 10.1.41. II.5.
^ Letters. To Mrs. Carmichael-Smyth. 5.7.62. IV.272.
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he evolved a compromise between his own dislike for the 
butchery and vainglory of medieval chivalry,and his feeling 
for Scott’s romantic evocation of it, which was far more 
satisfactory than The Knights of Borsellen suggested a 
serious novel by him on the same theme would be. Here, 
however, it was the romantic version of the age rather than 
the age itself which fascinated him; with Devereux the 
reverse was true. Thackeray was fascinated by the Augustan 
age, not by Bulwer’s version of it, and in "George de 
Barnwell" he has not to convey anything more than the 
absurdity of the original. Part II of "George de Barnwell" 
is Thackeray’s most straightforward historical burlesque, and 
his only lethal one for he feels no sympathy with the author.
In The Roundabout Papers he recalls the works of Scott and
1 2Dumas several times, and those of James and Ainsworth once,
but his mentions of Bulwer’s work are confined to the era
of The Caxtons.
Bulwer could perhaps have consoled himself with the 
thought that he was of a newer and more serious school than 
the romance-writers. Just as he had raised himself above
the fashionable novel with Pelham, so his historical novels '
were above the run of romances. Unfortunately, just as in
Works. XVII. He recalls Scott’s works in "De Juventute," 
Dumas’s in "On a lazy idle boy" and both in "On a peal of , 
bells" and "De finibus."
Works. XVII. "On a lazy idle boy."
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Pelham he had used descriptions of all the details of
fashionable life not satirically, or as means to an end, but
as ends in themselves, so he had done with the customary
trappings of the historical romance.
The usual fault of the historical novelist is 
over-minuteness in descriptions of dresses and 
feasts, of pageants and processions.1
Bulwer said in 1838. The avoidance of the costume drama
should have been easy, especially for an author making
regular sartorial revisions to Pelham. It was the most
glaring fault of the historical novelist to act as if his
characters were dressmakers* dummies; Disraeli complained
in 1826 in Vivian Grey;
We have ever considered that the first point to be 
studied in novel writing is character; miserable 
errors It is costume. Variety of incident, 
novelty, and nice discrimination of character; 
interest of story, and all those points which we 
have hitherto looked upon as necessary qualities 
of a fine novel; vanish before the superior 
attractions of variety of dresses, exquisite 
decorations of the c l o ^  of a signor, or the trunk- 
hose of a serving-man.^
Disraeli goes on to speak of a fictitious costume-piece to
be written by one of the characters, and ironically, to deal
with Rienzi.
The historical novelist was often unable to let a 
character speak until an elaborate description of his
^ Monthly Chronicle* 3.38. "On art in fiction." 
^ VII.ill.
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clothes had been given. In Harrison Ainsworth’s Windsor
Castle the whole of Chapter III was occupied by a description
of the clothes of Henry VIII and his train. In Chapter IV
the King and his entire retinue changed twice more, once for
a chapter of the Garter, and once for dinner. After that
a little action and dialogue could recommence. Thackeray
in "George de Barnwell" burlesqued the importance Bulwer
attached to clothes:
A stately gentleman in crimson velvet and gold is 
sipping chocolate at one of the tables, in earnest 
converse with a friend whose suit is likewise 
embroidered, but stained by time, or wine mayhap, 
or wear. A little deformed gentleman in iron-grey 
is reading the Morning Chronicle newspaper by the 
fire, while a divine, with a broad brogue and a 
shovel hat and cassock, is talking freely with a 
gentleman whose star and riband, as well as the 
unmistakeable beauty of his Phidian countenance, 
proclaims him to be a member of Britain’s aristo­
cracy.1
The last description is not only an attack on a clumsy 
historical device, but on the personal, sartorial and 
ancestral vanity which Bulwer had displayed in his portrait 
of himself as Bolinghroke. The next paragraph contains 
a description of Savage with his "wild, careless, beautiful 
look, evidently indicating Race."
Bulwer’s descriptions of costumes became ever more 
lengthy as his historical ambitions grew. The Last of the 
Barons is overloaded with details of the current fashions
^ Works. VIII.91.
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at the court of Edward IV; the costumes of Warwick, Edward, 
Clarence, the Queen and most of the other historical personages 
are described in elaborate detail on their first entry. The 
idea presumably is to indicate character by details in dress, 
but Bulwer was obviously interested in the glamorous costumes 
of the past for their own sake. He makes no effort to 
describe the clothes of the characters of humbler rank; it 
is the cloth-of-gold which impresses him.
Thackeray generally uses costume as a symbol of false
grandeur. Of Louis XIV he wrote:
majesty is made out of the wig, the high-heeled 
shoes, aKd cloak, all fleurs-de-lis be,ep.angled.
As for the little, lean, shrivelled, paunchy old 
man, of five feet two, in a jacket and breeches, 
there is no majesty in him.at any rate; and yet 
he has just stepped out of that very suit of 
clothes. Put the wig and shoes on him, and he 
is six feet high; - the other fripperies, and 
he stands before you majestic, imperial, and 
heroicll
and illustrated the proposition suitably. Similarly of
George IV he wrote:
1 try and take him to pieces, and find silk stockings, 
padding, stays, a coat with frogs and a fur collar, 
a star and blue ribbon, a pocket-handkerchief 
prodigiously scented, one of Truefitt’s best nutty 
brown wigs reeking with oil, a set of teeth and 
a huge black stock, under-waistcoats, more under­
waistcoats, and then nothing.2
In Henry Esmond, following this use of costume, his most
^ Works. 11.321. The Paris Sketch-Book. "Meditations at 
Versailles."
 ^ Works. X111.783. The Pour Georges. "George the Fourth."
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elaborate costume description was of the elder Lady Castlewood. 
He retained the tradition of a colourful first entry, and 
Rachel Castlewood appears in a dazzle of gold, and the grown­
up Beatrix in a bright glow of brown and scarlet, but the 
effect is made without description of costume. It is through 
the vain and ageing Viscountess over whom Charles 11 and his 
brother quarrelled that Thackeray introduces his costume 
description which sets both the historical atmosphere, and 
the character of the wearer, and the effect is of a seme in 
a play:
My lady viscountess’s face was daubed with white 
and red up to the eyes, to which the paint gave 
an "^unearthly glare: she had a tower of lace on
her head, under which was a bush of black curls - 
borrowed curls - so that no wonder little Ha^ry 
Esmond was scared when he was first presented 
to her - the kind priest acting as master of the 
ceremonies that solemn introduction - and he 
stared at her with eyes almost as great as her own,
as he had stared at the player-woman who acted
the wicked tragedy-queen, when the players came 
down to Ealing Fair.
Thackeray goes on to describe the rest of her clothes.
Costume is useful for establishing period, but is only the
tinfoil and cracked feathers of the drama. Bulwer, as
Thackeray showed in "George de Barnwell’; had reached a point
where he could distinguish his characters by the colour of
their coats. The Spectator reviewing Esmond also used
^ Works. XIII.i.3.34.
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theatrical terms, remarking that whereas Scott had observed
the Stuarts from before the footlights, Thackeray stood in
the wings. It also praised his sparing use of costume
description:
Wardour Street and the Royal Academy need fear 
no competitor in Mr Thackeray. His business 
lies mainly with men and women, not with high- 
heeled shoes, and hoops and patches, and old china, 
and carved high-backed chairs.1
Hand in hand with the historical novelist’s use of 
costume went the topographical details also frequently 
employed. Bulwer spent a large portion of The Last of the 
Barons describing what parts of London had once been occupied 
by convents or palaces or tilting-grounds or grass. As 
Thackeray suggests in The Newcomes much of the popularity 
of Pompeii derived from the possibility of identifying the 
houses in the text with the real houses of Pompeii. .Presum­
ably, however, it was the success of Harrison Ainsworth’s 
topographical romances which inspired the very lengthy 
descriptions in Barons. The Tower of London, for each of 
whose drawbridges and gateways Ainsworth had provided an 
incident in the brief reign of Jane Grey, had appeared in 
1840, and was followed the next year by Old St. Paul’s , in 
which the fugitive hero frequently paused to admire the 
vista of London, which his current viewpoint from a roof-top
 ^ 6.11.52.
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or barred window, commanded. Even the Newgate novel, Jack
Sheppard, had contained its quota of disconcerting references
of "the noble gardens of Montague House (now, we need scarcely
say, the British Museum)"^ type. Thackeray, in the "Thames
at midnight" passage in Catherine burlesqued Ainsworth’s
habit of breaking off his narrative to admire old London
Bridge, or some other historical structure. By 1843 Bulwer
had adopted the device, and "George de Barnwell" burlesques
the disconcerting habit with a series of incorrect references,
walking Johnson and Savage down Waterloo Place, and setting
the scene at "the corner of.Regent Street. Carlton House
2
has not yet been taken down." The reference to Pall Mall 
as "that Omphalos of town" is a direct quotation from the 
passage in The New Timon where Bulwer was describing that 
district.^
Bulwer was, on the whole, more careful than Ainsworth 
in confining his references to districts rather than houses, 
although his description of Edward the Confessor’s London 
in Harold involved him in an acrimonious dispute with the 
Athenaeum as to whether there were in fact rings for bull 
and bear baiting in 1066 Southwark. The aim and the effect
^ II.xi.
^ Works. VIII.91. 
^ 1845. I.i.
remained the same as Ainsworth’s. Thackeray used the device
in his semi-burlesque, Catherine;
The Edgeware Road was then a road, ’tis true; 
with tinkling waggons passing now and then, and 
fragrant walls of snowy hawthorn blossoms. The 
ploughman whistled over Nutford Place; down the 
green solitudes of Sovereign Street the merry 
milk-maid led the lowing kine.^
In Vanity Pair too he suddenly reminds his readers that the
events he is relating took place many years before, in:
Piccadilly; where Apsley House and St. George’s 
Hospital work red jackets still; where there were 
oil-lamps; where Achilles was not yet born; nor 
the Pimlico arch raised; nor the hideous equestrian 
monster which pervades it and the neighbourhood.^
It is one of the moments when he reminds us of the date of
Vanity Pair, but that date, though remote, was within living
memory, and the changes on the London scene were an appropriate
part of that membry. In Esmond and The Virginians Thackeray,
when he uses the method at all, is more general, as when he
compares the thronged highway down which Harry Warrington
%
rode with "the grass-grown desert" of his own time. The 
object here is to convey the melancholy of the pass^ing of 
time; a general comparison can do it better than a detailed 
one.
^ Works. III.viii.ll6. 
^ Works. XI.xxii.262.
^ Works. XV.i.8.
Of the other two historical burlesques apart from
"George de Barnwell," in Punch’s Prize Novelists, "Stars
and Stripes," the Penimore Cooper burlesque, was concerned
with a different type of historical romance from any Bulwer
ever wrote, but "Barbazure," the G.P.R. James burlesque,
treated a method also used by Bulwer. Thackeray was fond
of burlesquing, goodnaturedly, the equestrians who usually
opened the books of G.P.R. James, along with a reference to
the weather, the time of day and year, the locality and the
fact that the equestrians could have been observed.^ James,
whom his fellow-romancer, Ainsworth, at on^e point, rather
2
oddly imagined had written Jane Eyre, wrote jogtrot historical 
romances, such as Richelieu. 1829, which begins with a 
troop of horsemen riding through a Provençal forest in early 
autumn, Barnley, 1830, which begins with a solitary horseman 
riding the Kentish highway in cold March, and One in a 
Thousand, 1835, which begins with a youthful pedestrian 
meeting a weatherbeaten horseman in a bright spring day in 
Touraine.
Bulwer was not anxious to write at all the same kind of 
Ke romance, but/his own attention, and philosophical and moral
He also burlesques the typical James opening in The 
Newcomes (Works. XIV.li.669) in "George II" (Works. XIII. 
727) and in a letter to Mrs. Brookfield (Letters. 29.3. 
50. II.657-8.).
S.M. Ellis. The Solitary Morsem^. 1927. Letter of 
Ainsworth’s 14.11.4^, quoted iv.ll9.
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interests for the outpourings of his characters, or his own
long disquisitions on the moral or political problem involved.
The rest of the story he filled up with romantic trappings
borrowed from the kind of book he was trying to avoid. The
even flow of the James opening sentence, with the weather,
locality, and unseen observer, is used, with monotonous
regularity, to open those chapters in Rienzi which are .
bridging a gap of time or summarizing some historically
unavoidable action. At first the characters are pedestrians:
It was on a summer evening that two youths might 
be seen walking beside the banks of the Tiber, 
not far from that part of its winding course which 
sweeps by the base of Mount Aventine.l
but they soon mount their horses :
It was a bright, oppressive, sultry morning, when 
a solitary horseman was seen winding that unequalled 
road, from whose height, amidst fig-trees, vines 
and olives, the traveller beholds gradually break 
upon his gaze the enchanting valley of the Arno, 
and the spires and domes of Florence.2
and:
and:
The next day at early noon the Cavalier, whom 
our last chapter presented to the reader, was seen 
mounted on a strong Norman horse, winding his 
way slowly along a green and pleasant path some 
miles from Avignon.5
It was a most lovely day, in the very glow and
^ Rienzi. I.i.17.
^ Rienzi. VI.ii.276.
 ^ Rienzi. VII.vii.333.
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meridian of an Italian simmer, when a small band 
of horsemen were seen winding a hill which commanded 
one of the fairest landscapes of Tuscany.1
A device which attracted more attention than this
routine filling-up of unavoidably unphilosophical chapters,
was that of historical namedropping, for which Bevereux
was so heavily attacked. Apparently Horace Smith had
previously held the palm for daring endeavour in this field.
In Whitehall Maginn makes his publisher, Henri le Grand,
a caricature of Colburn, say, as advice to the historical
novelist :
Mix up the hero well with every thing. Make him 
run by accident into t!|;ie very room where Milton 
is writing his Paradise Lost; and when you want 
to empty the contents of your scrap-book, make 
him fall in, by accident, with a man, who, by 
accident, knows every body of the time.2
%
The Milton incident had occurred in Smith’s Erambletye House. 
Bulwer, who certainly followed Maginn’s advice in Bevereux, 
was felt to have outdared Smith. Lockhart wrote in the 
Quarterly;
We had really thought that after Mr. Smith’s 
episode of John Milton smoking tobacco and 
dictating Paradise Lost in a suburban parlour, into 
Which a hero (we forget his name) happened to 
stumble when the bailiffs were in chase of him, 
there would have been an end of this horrible 
nonsense - but no. Mr. Bulwer has worked the .
same vein of absurdity with a still more daring hand.
^ Rienzi. VIII.i.346.
 ^ 1823. III.Vi.315.
 ^ 182Ô. III.V.179.
 ^ 12.32.
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The way in which Bevereux became the confidant of Bolingbroke, 
Peter the Great and the Regent of Prance, not to mention all 
the English and French literary men of the day, could not 
be outdone even by Maginn’s spirited account of how Wellington 
held the Tower of London against the combined onslaught of 
Cobbett, Coleridge, Rogers, Isaac B ’Israeli and the troops 
of Ikey Solomons.^
Bulwer, defending .himself in 1852, claimed that he had 
used his historical celebrities "as an autobiographer’s
2
natural illustrations of the men and manners of his time."
In Rienzi he carefully refrained from introducing Petrarch, 
historically a friend of Rienzi’s, but by The Last of the 
Barons, he was once more using the "my friend. Master Caxton
A
the mercer"'gambit.
Namedropping, a good way of atttracting the reader’s 
interest without requiring any skill on the author’s part, 
was burlesqued for its improbability in Catherine. It was 
a simple, clumsy way of contriving local colour. Corporal 
Brock hobnobbed with Addison and Steele and was presented at 
court; like Harry Barry, George de Barnwell and George 
Esmond Warrington after him he fought a duel behind Montague
^ Whitehall. III.
2
Bevereux. Note to 1852 edition.
Rienzi. VII.vii.334. Bulwer writes a passage congratulating 
Kimself on his forbearance.
 ^ The Last of the Barons. I.vi.71.
House. Outside Brock’s narrative, there are none of the 
improbable appearances of the great for which Bevereux was 
famous :
Had we been writing novels instead of authentic 
histories, we might have carried [the Hayes] 
anywhere else we chose; and we had a great mind 
to make Hayes philosophizing with Bolingbroke, 
like a certain Bevereux; and Mrs Catherine 
maîtresse en titre to Mr Alexander Pope, Boctor 
Sacheverel, Sir John Reade the oculist. Bean Swift^ 
or Marshal Tallard, as the very.commonest romancer 
would under such circumstances.
Another cut at Bevereux appears in the ’’Thames at midnight"
passage where Swift reads to Gay, Arbuthnot, Bolingbroke
and Pope, while Johnson and Savage shiver outside, an incident
to be expanded in "George de Barnwell."
Thackeray often attacked the absurdity of the name-
dropping device in company with the other tradition of the
hero’s omnipresence. Ivanhoe extorted Magna Carta from 
2
King John, and, in the earlier version of his continued 
adventures, was standing, Dumas fashion, beneath the window 
from which Prince Arthur dropped, while in the serious 
Barry Lyndon the hero sees none of the great names present att
A
the battle of Minden. Beverecux had just happened to drop . 
into Wills’s while the members, including Steele and Addison ^
^ Works. III.78-9.Vi.
2
Works. X.546. Rebecca and Rowena.
 ^ Works. X.483. "Proposals for a continuation of Ivanhoe.’’
^ Works. VI.70.iv.
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were disputing the authorship of the Spectator,^  and it
was on this episode that Thackeray based the second part of
"George de Barnwell." The discussion at Button’s centres
on the paper on Sir Roger de Coverley’s death. Swift and
Pope, introduced to Bevereux by Bolingbroke after the Wills’s
episode, are also there, and, for good measure, Johnson and
Savage, possibly to outdo Bevereux’s acquaintance with the
young Voltaire. Bevereux just managed to work both Richard
Cromwell and Voltaire into his list of acquaintances within
a couple of years; arvery little exaggeration pushed the
scene beyond the limits of probability. .
Another problem, when the characters were assembled,
was to give them suitable dialogue. In the Wills’s scene
Bulwer got little further than making the characters identify
themselves by calling each other by their names and mentioning
their works; as Bevereux’s companion rightly says "Wills’s
2
is not what it was." At Button’s Thackeray lets his
characters, in their "fast and brilliant" dialogue, a phrase
that recalls "the sparkling paradoxes which flew from lip 
3
to lip" when Zanoni hobnobbed with Voltaire’s disciples, 
ostentatiously mention their names and works. At a later
 ^ Devereux. Il.iii.
^ Il.iii.106.
?
Zanoni. I.vi.47.
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date Bevereux did have long dicussions with Pope and Boling­
broke and Thackeray telescopes their philosophical musings 
into the conversation about the Ideal and the Actual between 
Bevereux and Pope. It especially echoes, in its mention 
of the power of "a mere brain-born Emanation," a long convers­
ation between Bevereux and Bolingbroke on "the creation of 
ideal beauties" and the power of "the mind’s phantasma.
The characters revealed are also those of Bulwer’s 
personages. George is little more than a boy, and Bevereux 
reached the end of his remarkable list of acquaintances 
by the time he was twenty-four. He speaks in the highflown 
style strewn with classical allusions of which Bevereux, 
a first-person narrative, is the most glaring example among 
Bulwer’s books. He has all the versatility of the Bulwer 
hero, knows the French King intimately as Bevereux knew the 
Regent and Peter the Great, and has the learning of Eugene 
Aram and the drinking capabilities of Pelham. He also 
points at the many fields of activity in which Bulwer himself 
was engaged.
The portrait of Swift is also drawn from Bulwer; in
Bevereux he bursts into Bolingbroke * s rooms with cries of "Ksh.*’
2
and "the devil1", obviously a "character," and the next 
obvious step is to make him a comic Irishman. Swift’s
^ II.vii.124-5. 
^ II.vii.126.
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picturesque speech was possibly also a reflection on the 
wildly improbable dialogue which Bulwer provided for other 
historical characters. In his "On art in fiction" he 
claimed that historical dialogue should be a free paraphrase 
of what the original would have been,^ and in the preface 
to The last Bays of Pompeii that he had achieved this, but 
his historical dialogue remained in the worst vein of tushery, 
of the "Out on ye, cullions and bezoniansl - Cling to me, 
gentle domzel." type. The Examiner complained that Bulwer 
began Bevereux in imitation of an Augustan style,^ but 
rapidly dropped into contemporary speech, but no such 
intention is apparent in the novel. The remark, however, 
reminds one of Thackeray’s success with the Augustan style 
of Esmond.
The namedropping device was one which Thackeray, after 
first burlesquing it, was to adopt in earnest. Bolingbroke 
and company turned up again in Esmond and Thackeray produced 
his own version of the Augustan dinner-party. As in 
Bevereux the hero’s acquaintanceship with the great mainly 
occupied the middle half of the book with the domestic plot
^ Monthly Chronicle. 3.38.
^ Preface to first edition 1834.
3
The Last of the Barons. I.ii.33# 
^ 9.8.29.
beginning and ending the story, but Thackeray had learned 
in his burlesques of the fictional introduction of the 
Augustans to introduce them carefully and connect them with 
the hero’s story. The Old Pretender, Marlborough and Webb 
play vital parts in the hero’s story, but the introduction' 
of Bulwer’8 old victims, the literary men, isepart of the 
incidental colouring, "an autobiographer’s natural illustrâticas 
of the men and manners of his t i m e . E s m o n d ’s public life 
follows much the same trend as Bevereux*s; he is befriended 
in early life by a celebrity, Steele this time, not Boling­
broke, discusses poetry with Addison and even writes a mock 
Spectator as de Barnwell had written a real one, is present 
at a discussion on the Tatler between Steele and Bolingbroke, 
and scores off Swift. Except in the last instance, however, 
he has learned much greater skill than Bulwer in the 
plausible introduction and consistent presentation of these 
characters. At the dinner-party the conversation is not 
"fast and brilliant" because the uncomprehending Mrs. Steele 
is the centre of it. Esmond’s partisan attitude towards 
the various celebrities is more convincing than Bevereux’s 
impartial condescension, even if the result of Thackeray’s 
prejudices, and it also adds more weight to the "vanitas" 
theme, already illustrated by the meanness of Marlborough
^ Bevereux. Note to 1852 edition.
and the futility of the Jacobite cause.
Thackeray does not here follow Bulwer*s example of 
rushing his celebrities on and off as if they were variety 
turns. In The Virginians the kaleidoscope method is more 
permissible, and the brief appearances of Johnson, Richardson, 
and Chesterfield in the Tunbridge Wells scenes gain point 
because their names mean nothing to Harry; Horace Walpole’s 
letter reverses the position and adds more colour to the 
presentation of mid-eighteenth-century society. The 
leisurely progress of The Virginians makes possible the 
introduction of celebrities purely for local colour.
Both Bulwer and Thackeray were strongly attracted to 
the historical novel but one chose to concentrate on the 
remote past, the other on the eighteenth century. Thackeray 
was proud of his descent from General Webb’s family, Bulwer, 
although he spent the first eleven chapters of his auto­
biography detailing all his ancestors, was more interested in 
the remoter reaches of his family tree which included Bulwer 
the Dane, and the Knight of Bytton, whom he introduced 
fighting on Warwick’s side at the Battle of Barnet in The 
Last of the Barons. The remoter past also allowed him to 
be as picturesque as he pleased without people critiicizing 
him for unreality, or indeed for immorality. His eighteenth- 
century novel drew criticisms of the extravagance and 
revengeful cast of the hero’s deeds and sentiments, but in
1^6
the picturesque remoteness of the middle ages and earlier
these were allowable and the generally disliked Bulwerian
hero was felt to be in keeping. When Eugene Aram, having
lost his "life’s hazard"^ struck a n a t t i t u d e  and declared
2
that he would not "tremble at the Dim Unknown," there were 
complaints of immorality and unreality; when a Provencal 
brigand of the fourteenth century struck the same attitude 
and remarked "I played for a great stake, I have lost, and 
must pay the forfeit I I am prepared. On the threshold 
of the Unknown World, the dark spirit of prophecy rushes into 
us’’^  and proceeded to prophesy, the effect was generally 
felt to be impressive. Bulwer’s lack of connection with 
reality passed unnoticed when applied to the remoter past.
While Bulwer was concerned with times as unlike the 
present as possible, Thackeray was interested in the likeness 
of the past to the present, in the unpleasanthess of life 
in the days of "brutal, beef-witted Richard’’^  and his ilk, 
and in the reminder that they too had lived and passed away. 
He was most drawn to the eighteenth century, the poignancy 
of whose passing was the greatest because so many memories 
of it and links with it remained. He speaks of the links
^ Eugene Aram. First edition. 1832. III.v.7.376. 
 ^ V.vii.390.
 ^ Rienzi. X.iv.417.
^ Works. IX.166. From Cornhill to Cairo.
l i o i o
with the past in,the opening passage of "George the first’!
The memories of the years just anterior to hi^s own hover
throughout his works, remote and fragrant, dead but still
very much in memory, and sometimes macabre, as when Lady Kew
and the Due d ’lvry raise ghosts of their heyday:
When the old duke and the old countess met together 
and talked confidentially, their conversation 
bloomed into a jargon wonderful to hear. Old 
scandals woke up, old naughtinesses rose out of 
their graves, and danced, and smirked, and gibbered 
again, like those wicked nuns whom Bertram and 
Robert le Diable evokes from their sepulchres whilst 
the bassoon performs a diabolical incantation.
The Brighton Pavilion was tenanted; Ranelagh and 
the Pantheon swarmed with dancers and masks;
Perdita was found again, and walked a minuet with 
the Prince of Wales. Mrs. Clarke and the Duke 
of York danced together - a pretty dance. The old 
duke wore a jabot and ailes-de-pigeon, the old 
countess a hoop, and a cushion on her head.^
Despite his pride in his ancestry, Bulwer seems to have had
no strong sense of the immediate past; Eugene Aram, apart
from the dates given, exists in no discernible time whatever,
and only the numerous celebrities in Devereux tell us we
are in the age of Anne.
Bulwer frequently discussed the problems of presenting 
a remote period, and in prefaces both to Pompeii and to 
Harold pointed out the difficulties of conveying a little- 
known period, but he made no effort to solve theme. He 
took over the romantic trappings of previous novelists, 
added his own ranting, egotistical hero, and a load of
^ Works. XIV. The Newcomes. xxxi.413.
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hastily-digested information. As he saw history as a 
series of great men and events, he felt no difficulty in 
spotlighting one after another, according as he felt most 
attracted by the last of the Roman tribunes or the last of 
the Saxons. The remoter the time, the better adapted it 
was to his peculiarly theatrical style. He did not have 
the sense of continuity with the past that Scott had, or 
Thackeray’s powerful feeling of nostalgia; the historical 
novel was merely an easy way out.
In Thackeray’s completed work on the middleaages,
however, it is the literary influence of the romances of
Scott and his school, rather than history itself which is
the object. In A legend of the Rhine in 1845 he adopts
the same tone towards the time of medieval romance as he
had towards Lady Kew’s memories;
It was in the good old days of chivalry, when every 
mountain that bathes its shadows in the Rhine had 
its castler* not inhabited, as now, by a few vats 
and owls, nor covered with moss and wall-flowers, 
and funguses, and creeping ivy—  Wo, nol where 
the ivy now clusters there grew strong portcullis 
and bars of steel; where the wall-flower now 
quivers in the rampart there were silken banners 
embroidered with wonderful heraldry; men-at-arms 
marched where now you shall only see a bank of 
moss or a hideous black champignon; and in place 
of the rats and owlets, I warrant me there were 
ladies and knights to revel in the great halls, 
and to feast, and to dance, and to make love there. 
They are passed away:- those old knights and 
ladies: their golden hair first changed to silver,
and then the silver dropped off and disappeared 
for ever; their elegant legs, so slim and active 
in the dance, became swollen and gouty, and then.
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from being swollen and gouty, dwindled down to bare 
bone-shanks; the roses left their cheeks, and 
then their cheeks disappeared, and left their 
skulls, and then their skulls powdered into dust, 
and all sign of them was gone. And as it was with 
them, so shall it be with us. Ho, seneschalI 
fill me a cup of liquorI put sugar in it, good 
f e l l o w y e a ,  and a little hot waterr- a very 
little, for my soul is sad, as I think of those 
days and knights of old.l
The nostalgia is as powerful here as in the memories of the
eighteenth-century, but it is a nostalgia for the historical
romances to which Thackeray looks back so often in The
Roundabout Papers, not for the historical period itself.
Bulwer mistook the trappings and theatricality of the
romances, which he attacked, for history itself and used
them; Thackeray never mistook the romance for reality,
the trumpets of cloudland for the recorded sound of real
time, but he was more powerfully influenced by it. There
is more awareness of the charm of the middle ages of romance
in his Sir Ludwig, "reciting a censer, an ave, and a couple 
2
of acolytes" before the hermit’s cavern "covered with 
odoriferous cactuses and silvery magnolia, ’’ than in all 
the trappings and theatrical rant of The last of the Barons.
In both cases, however, the romance remained more 
powerful than the reality. Thackeray wanted to write a
^ Works. IX.3-1*-.
^ Works♦ IX.21. A legend of the Rhine 
^ Works. IX.20.
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a realistic novel about the middle ages but when he cut loose 
from the charms of cloudland, he had no memory to draw on, 
no feeling for something personally remembered and lost in 
his own past. Since his interest lay in ordinary people, 
and not with the destinies of nations as Bulwer*s did, the 
lack of this memory or nostalgia proved fatal to any work 
outside the eighteenth-century or the field of the romantic 
middle ages. .There is no discernible spark of life either 
in The knights of Borsellen, or in the non-domestic American 
passages of The Virginians. Though Thackeray was aware that 
the romance was a myth, he could not provide a suitable 
substitute any more than Bulwer could.
The effect on him of/history of the romancers remains
in his writing; he continued to burlesque the romantic use
of history, while the Henry V novel lay postponed. Historical
references lay in the region of "the goodhumoured pageant;"
Gandish’s great painting of Alfred and "the dawning of *Ope"^
and all the other works in that school of art, Thackeray’s
own numerous historical illustrations on such lurid subjects
2
as Queen Eleanor poisoning Fair Rosamund, or Charles IX
3
firing at the Hugenots, George Esmond Y/arrington’s stirring 
drama, Carpezan. Thackeray worked out his attitude to
^ Works. XIV. The Newcomes. xvii.221.
 ^ Works. XV. The Virginians, xxiv.242. 
^ Works. XIII.818.
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romantic history by burlesquing the "goodhumoured pageant? 
idea. His most satisfactory fusion of his romantic feeling 
for "Arthur in gold armour, and Guinevere in gold hair, 
and all those knights and heroes and beauties and purple 
landscapes and misty grey l a k e s , a n d  his dislike of the 
butchery and brigandage of the real times, was in Rebecca 
and Rowena. The public in general, as the happy reception of 
the Eugene Aram-type hero, once he was in armour, showed, 
were not afflicted by this double feeling. The chivalrous 
Lionheart is a bore in moments of leisure, and a butcher 
in battle, but Thackeray manages to convey the charm of 
the romantic idea and at the same time hint at the real 
character of that chivalry. The high-flown tone of the 
description of the butchery of the last child of Chalus 
is in keeping with the burlesque tone, and conveys the moral 
better than the battle in Borsellen did, and Thackeray 
breaks off abruptly to make his comment on romance and 
reality:
I just throw this off by wayyof description, and 
to show what might be done if I chose to indulge 
in this style of composition; but as in the 
battles which are described by the kindly chronicler, 
of one of whose works this present masterpiece 
is professedly a continuation, everything passes 
off agn^ably the people are slain, but without 
any unpleasant sensation to the reader; nay, some 
of the most savage and bloodstained characters 
of history, such is the indomitable good-humour 
. of the great novelist, become amiable, jovial
1 Letters. To Tennyson on The Idylls of the King# 
?9.-16.10.59. IV.152.
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companions, for whom one has a hearty sympathy - 
ao, if you please, we will have this fighting 
business at Chalus, and the garrison and honest 
Bertrand of Gonrdon, disposed of) the former, 
according to the usage of the good old times, 
having been hung up,or murdered, to a man, and 
the latter killed in the manner described by the 
late Dr. Goldsmith in his History.
If a comparison of the medievally-set works of Bulwer
and Thackeray shows Thackeray’s awareness of the gulf "
between tomance and reality, a comparison of Devereux and
Henry Esmond shows Thackeray’s superior feeling for the past.
Both endeavoured to present the spirit of the Augustan era
through the memoirs of a man who had mixed with the great
of his day, while at the same time making most prominent his
private life. (Devereux’s private life which included a
murdered wife, a maniac brother and a Jesuit tutor, was
considerably more lurid than the much-criticized domestic
plot of Esmond). After his sortie into public life
Devereux returns to Devereux Court, and thinks with nostalgia
of his childhood there; the episode is very similar to
Esmond’s return to Castlewood and both men remember the
2
Jesuit mentor of their youth. Both endeavoured to create 
an impression of the reality and remoteness of past time; 
both narrators are dead, and Rachel Warrington’s foreword, 
describing her father’s life in Virginia and his writing of
 ^ Works. X.531.
2
Devereux. VI.vii and Esmond, iii.7.
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the following manuscript, is a more skilful use of the method 
of Bulwer’s "Autobiographer’s introduction." Devereux is 
supposed to have written an address to the "children of an 
after century" and then ordered it to be sealed for a hundred 
years :
Children of an after century, between you and the 
being who has traced the pages ye behold - that 
busy, versatile, restless being - there is but one 
step - but that step is a century1 His now is
separated from your now, by an interval of three 
generations I While He writes, he is exulting in 
the vigour of health and manhood - while ye read, 
the very worms are starving upon his dust. This 
commune between the living and the dead - this 
intercourse between that which breathes and moves, 
and is - and that which life animates not, nor 
mortality knows - annihilates falsehood, and chills 
even self-delusion into awe.l
This was a clumsy attempt to convey the nearness and yet the
remoteness of the last dead and gone century which Thackeray
contrived in Esmond. The hero-narrator points the time-
change himself; Thackeray used another character to point it
indirectly. After his introduction Bulwer abandons any
attempt to indicate the relàtion of the time to the present,
as distinct from the local colour of the period involved.
Devereux is writing as he looks back over his past crowded
life but no sense of time between his past and his present
is felt, nor is there any sense that a past existed before
the age of Anne, not even in the introduction of Richard
Cromwell. Bulwer’s only attempt to indicate an earlier
 ^ Ix^x.
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past was made in Harold where, in the opening scene a Roman 
peristyle, a Druidical crommel, a Saxon harrow and altar 
to Thor, and a Christian church were to he found in neat 
juxtaposition to each other. Otherwise Bulwer treated 
his historical periods as isolated dramatic scenes with no 
continuity. Thackeray’s narrator is remote from the active 
period of his life, and his introduction, and the description 
of his ancestry and of Castlewood House, which still hears 
the marks of Cromwell’s men, and of Edward V I ’s^  give a sense 
of the continuity of history.^ We get the same sense of 
continuity within the past in the scene in The Virginians 
where Harry Warrington leans over Castlewood bridge and 
pictures it crossed by the noble Cavaliers of Charles I ’s 
days, until his thoughts are restored to the present, his
present, by the arrival on the bridge of those not at all
2
noble cavaliers, Eugene and William Esmond. Continuity 
within living memory is observed in Vanity Fair, Pendennis 
and The Newcomes; here the evocation of the past is a 
personal one, but Thackeray’s nostalgia for the past extended 
to the previous century.
Another idea which Bulwer put forward in his preface, 
the theme of ’’the great drama of vanities,’’ was also better
^ Works. XIII.i.3.36-7. 
^ Works. XV.li.
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expressed by Thackeray. In the course of his narrative, 
Devereux is satiated with love, ambition, war, wit, loses 
and retrieves his Faith, knows everyone worth knowing in 
England, France and Russia, and, at the age of thirty-four, 
without even the consolation of an Indian summer, he sees 
the folly of it all, and settles down to v/rite his manuscript. 
Henry Esmond, in a less extravagant manner, followed the 
same pattern. Thackeray used great historical events and 
causes to illustrate "the great drama of vanities;" Bulwer 
uses them for their curiosity value. He occasionally makes 
an obvious moral point with a character such as Richard 
Cromwell, who enters tugging vainly at the reins of a 
runaway horse, but for the most part the interest aroused by 
the character is extraneous to that of the moral theme. His 
group scenes, such as Devereux*s crowded antechamber, which 
Thackeray was to burlesque in his Chepe passage in "George 
de Barnwell," are used for the same reason.
Devereux was the only novel in which Bulwer brought 
history to the service of romance. Devereux*s bizarre 
private life was almost universally condemned by reviewers, 
and this probably encouraged Bulwer to make his romance out 
of a known historical event. For Pompeii, though based on 
fact, he had to invent characters; in the other three he 
took well-known historical personages and simply added the 
odd juvenile lead. The clangers of imagining the historical
)ns
details to be more important than the characters, became app­
arent as each book was further swamped beneath a flood of 
detail, and he took as his subject no longer the fate of 
individuals, but the destiny of nations. Both romance 
and history suffered in the union; the desertion of a 
fictional main narrative led to lack of coherence in the 
book, and historical personages suffered from being tailored 
to the rigid image of the Bulwer hero:
They are for him such stuff as three-volume novels 
destined to be popular are made of, and their 
little life is rounded off in the Bulwerian 
philosophy.^
It did not matter what Thackeray did to Marlborough, but
Bulwer was making different claims. Thackeray followed
Scott's habit of always having fictitious main personages;
the historical portions of Esmond are alive precisely because
2
they are subordinate to the personal story of the Esmonds.
Bulwer's admiration for grand events and heroes naturally 
led him to place history first, while Thackeray's opposing 
attitude made him keep the attention orî the human story.
W.C. Roscoe. Poems and ésaays. 1860. "Sir E.B. Lytton, 
novelist, philosopher and poet."
Gr. Lukacs in The historical Novel, 1962, speaks of the 
great difference between Scott's epic treatment of national 
life, and Thackeray's viewpoint, who saw "the dilemma in 
the portrayal of historical events as a choice between 
public pathos and private manners, the glorification of the 
one or the realistic depiction of the other", iii.202, and 
took the latter as the only honest way, but he points out 
that Thackeray, though from a different view from Scott's, 
was also attempting to use history realistically and not to 
create a separate genre, while Bulwer was one of those 
novelists who used history solely as romantic paraphernalia
n<o
Speaking in Vanity Fair of the passing of the stagecoach, he 
says:
These men and things will be as much legend and 
history as Nineveh, of Coeur de Lion, or Jack 
Sheppard.1
and the last two he regarded as much the same. Coeur de
Lion, Marlborough, and, within his own time, George IV, were
the chief objects of his dislike amid the great of history.
Just as he used the Lionheart in Rebecca and Rowena to express
his dislike of medieval chivalry, so he used Marlborough in
Esmond as the symbol of the vanity and meanneœ of the world
of great events. Marlborough was a world-shaker, a type
that Bulwer admired, although he did not admire this particular
example; he suggested in "On art in fiction" that it would
be interesting if someone wrote a novel with Marlborough as
2a type of avarice. Thackeray's moral required a hero of
the conventional pattern, who revealed the hollowness of
the conventional idea of glory, and'his controversial portrait
of Marlborough was the result. Bulwer's military heroes,
Warwick and Harold, are brave, simple and dashing. Thackeray
présentas Marlborough's dash as the talent of a great actor,
and the general himself as the pattern of worldly greatness:
he used all men, great and small, that came near 
him, as his instruments alike, and took something 
of theirs, either some quality or some property -
^ Works. XI.vii.87.
^ Monthly Chronicle. 3.58
the blood of a soldier, it might be, or a jewelled 
hat, or a hundred thousand crowns from a king, 
or a portion out of a starving sentinel's three 
farthings; or (when he was young) a kiss from 
a woman, and the gold chain off her neck, taking 
all he could from woman or man, and having, as I 
have said, this of the godlike in him, that he 
could see a hero perish or a sparrow fall, with 
the same amount of sympathy for either ... But 
yet those of the army, who knew him best and had 
suffered most from him, admired him most of all: 
and as he rode along the lines to battle or 
galloped up in the nick of time to a battalion 
reeling from before the enemy's charge or shot, 
the fainting men and officers got new courage as 
they saw the splendid calm of his face, and felt 
that his will made them irresistible.1
This was not the grand panorama of history which Bulwer
produced; as the New Monthly, whose editor, Ainsworth, had
presented Marlborough as a paragon of virtue in his 1844
novel. The Court of St. James*  ^ plaintively enquired:
Of what use, we ask, is History, ('the stately muse 
of History* Mr. Thackeray calls her), of what 
advantage Pame, where is the profit of a lofty 
name, to what end have men the most illustrious 
lived, if at the mere whim of a popular novelist - 
we have cause for not saying his conviction - 
the memory of the great shall be branded with the 
foulest obloquy?2
Marlborough was necessary to Thackeray's moral, and even if
his opinion was influenced by prejudices, he was consistent
in applying the same moral standards to his historical novels
as his modern ones. Possibly it was the limitations of these
standards which kept Borsellen unwritten, but the consistency/
Works. XIII.ii.9.257. 
 ^ 12.52.
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applied to the Augustan age, kept him away from theatricality 
and unreality. Bulwer, in his modern books, endeavoured, 
however confusedly, to examine the psychology of the writer, 
the outcast or the criminal; in his historical books his 
characters move on the simplest impulses of historical 
melodrama, usually revenge.
This sensationalism stood in the way of any serious 
historical interpretation; he speaks of lofty national 
events but these are usually set moving by the incidents of 
melodrama. The theme of Rienzi is the tragedy of the 
demagogue who can have no assurance of the continuation of 
his work, because of the fickleness of his adherents. 
References to the fickle mob throughout,and the ups and downs 
of Rienzi's fortunes^lead one to expect a climax when Rienzi 
will be murdered by his supporters. Instead Bulwer sub­
ordinates the outbreak of the mob to the fictional story of 
how Rienzi*s ward discovered that he was the son of the 
villain, whom Rienzi had justly executed, and arranged his 
benefactor's murder. Again, in the Preface to The Last of 
the Barons.^  Bulwer congratulates himself on having solved 
the problem puzzling the historians of why Warwick defected 
from Edward to Margaret, the solution apparently being that 
Edward tried to rape Warwick's younger daughter, Anne. This
 ^ First edition preface
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not only sent Warwick to France, but, Bulwer indicates, had 
its effect on Anne's husband, Richard III, when he came to 
think about murdering the Princes in the Tower.
The sensational plots and dialogue form the basis of 
Bulwer's novels with the romantic trappings borrowed from 
other novelists and Bulwer's own determination to see history 
as a storehouse of maxims added. In The last of the 6arons 
the chapter titles veer from those indicating that some 
historical comment can be expected, such as "The trader and 
the gentle; or, the changing g e n e r a t i o n , t o  the conventional 
Merrie Englandry of "How the Bastard of Burgundy prospered 
more in his policy than with the pole-axe - and How King
2
Edward holds his summer chase in the fair groves of Shene."
Bulwer's preference for history over romance forced him 
into creating representative types, instead of characters.
In his first edition preface to Pompeii he describes how he 
filled up his cast-list by reflecting on what nations would 
have been represented at Pompeii at the time, and then 
creating a suitable type for each. He added to the dis­
astrous effect of this by incessantly nudging the reader 
throughout his narrative, pointing out that this was a type, 
that was a maxim, there was the dawn of a new era. When
^ Heading for I.iii.
^ Heading for IV.viii.
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Rienzi confronts his chief opponent:
it was literally as if the rival Spirits of Force 
and Intellect, Order and Strife, of the Falchion 
and the Fasces - the Antagonist Principles by 
which empires are ruled and empires overthrown, 
had met together, incarnate and opposed.1
Warwick and his brother fight their last battle where
niggardly shrubs now grow, but where "rose then two huge oaks,
2
coeval with the warriors of the Norman Conquest." As they
fall Richard rushes up to exclaim:
so perishes the Race of Iron. Low lies the last 
baron who could control the throne and command the 
people. The Age of Force expires with knighthood 
and deeds of arms. And over this dead great man 
I see the New Cycle dawn.^
Thackeray, not being given to that mode of historical writing
which might be called the Grand and the Typical, never
created types who themselves pointed out their typicality.
Esmond is to a certain extent a typical Augustan gentleman
and the historical element affected the book sufficiently to
make it "grand and melancholy*^ in its author's estimation,
but the predominance of the personal story saved it from that
marriage of the True and the Beautiful which Bulwer made with
the truth of historical detail and the beauty of sensational
plots. Thackeray had moved away from the grand idea of
^ Rienzi. X.iii.412.
 ^ The Last of the Barons. XII.vi.628.
 ^ The Last of the Barons. XII.vi.630.
^ Letters. To Mrs. Carmichael-Smyth. 17-18?.11.51. 11.815 •
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the historical novel, whether it concerned the knights of
the romances he enjoyed, or the usual Bulwerian mixture of
fine sentiments and sensational plots; at the beginning
of Esmond he asks:
I wonder shall History ever pull off her periwig 
and cease to be court-ridden? Shall we see 
something of Prance and England besides Versailles 
and Windsor? I saw Queen Anne at the latter place 
tearing down the Park slopes after her staghounds, 
and driving her one-horse chaise - a hot, red-faced 
woman, not in the least resembling that statue of 
her which turns its stone back upon St. Paul's, 
and faces the coaches struggling up Ludgate Hill.
She was neither better bred nor wiser than you and 
me, though we knelt to hand her a letter or a 
washhand-basin. Why shall History go on kneeling 
to the end of time? I am for having her rise 
up off her knees, and take a natural posture: not
to be for ever performing cringes and congees like 
a Court-chamberlain, and shuffling backwards out 
of doors in the presence of the sovereign. In a 
word,I would have History familiar rather than 
heroic
The natural posture is a difficult one for History to maintain,
and Denis Duval with its romantic young couple, naval warfare
2
and the villain's "Cain mark," often shows signs of dropping 
down into simple romance. In Esmond, however, Thackeray 
presented the antithesis of the grand historical novel, 
perfected by years of burlesque, and with the same subject as 
Bulwer had used for his first historical novel, made a 
story consistent with his modern and writings and not with 
the conventions of romance and melodrama, which could therefore 
produce a powerful impression of "the commune between the 
living and the dead."^
^ Works. XIII.i.14. ^ Works. XVII.249.
^ Devereux. Autobiographer's introduction, x.
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CHAPTER IV
Ernest Maltravers and Arthur Pendennis
Ernest Maitravers, the book which Bulwer was to describe 
in 1840 as "the most mature, and, on the whole, the most 
comprehensive of all that I have hitherto written,appeared 
in September 1837, and was followed the next March by its 
sequel, Alice of The Mysteries, Both books were reviewed 
by Thackeray in the Times, and the earlier one in Eraser's♦
It was his first public attack of any length on Bulwer, and 
Maltravers seems to have shared first place in his dislike 
with Eugene Aram. In this Bulwer applied his romanticizing, 
not to an eighteenth-century criminal, but to a story which, 
like Pendennis, had a strong autobiographical element, and 
depicted the trials of a writer and M.P. of the present day.
Maltravers and its sequel were intended as England's
2
answer to Wilhelm Meister, a book which Thackeray thought
3
"without principle & certainly without interest." They were 
to trace the moral education of a man of the day, struggling, 
against circumstances and the weaknesses of humanity, towards 
a correct solution of "the Mysteries" of Life. The man in
^ Maltravers. Preface to the 1840 edition. 
^ ibid.
^ letters. Diary. 28.6.32. I'.213.
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question was a genius, and, throughout the two books, his
journey along "the solitary Alps of Spiritual Philosophy"
was contrasted with that of the heroine, a peasant girl; whom
he had early seduced and lost, along "the beaten and rugged
2
highways of common life." At the end of Alice Genius and 
Affections, the Ideal and the Practical, were reunited and, 
having solved the Mysteries, Maltravers was able to pursue 
a successful literary and political career. Despite Bulwer's 
claim that he had avoided "stirring adventures and a perpetual 
variety of incident," the different phases in the hero's 
intellectual and emotional development were indicated or 
caused by such devices as forged letters, mistaken identities 
and, at one point, the discovery that the hero's current 
fiancee was, in fact, his long-lost daughter.
Maltravers was a book for which Bulwer had great 
ambitions and one of his most controversial works. The lull 
in critical abuse created by the two Italian romances was 
broken by renewed charges of egotism and immorality, springing 
from Bulwer's self-portrait in the hero, and the predominance 
of the hero's love-life over the rest of his activities. On 
the whole, however, Bulwer's placing of the work was accepted;
^ Maltravers. IV.i.137.
^ ibid.
3
Maltravers. Preface to first edition. 1837.
the Morning Chronicle's remark that it was the highest of
his novels, and would probably be caviar to the multitude,
expressed a fairly general critical opinion.^ Maltravers,
though it did not reach the popularity of its predecessor,
Rienzi, was by no means "still-born" as Thackeray stated in 
2
Fraser's. When Saunders and Otley produced the first
uniform edition of Bulwer's works in 1840, Rienzi was the
volume first published, Ernest Maltravers the second. Many
regarded the latter as Bulwer's highest bid for fame.
Elizabeth Barrett wrote to Miss Mitford in 1837:
Have you read Ernest Maltravers? Its presence 
will not pass from me. It is a splendid bookl 
If I were to tell you a heresy of mine, into which
enter two names - Walter Scott - Bulwer - I should
make you shudder at‘Midsummer .^3
and again, in 1845, she looked back on it as the work which
most showed Bulwer's genius:
In fact his poetry, dramatic or otherwise, is 
'nought'; but for prose romances, and for 
Ernest Maltravers above all, I must lift up my 
voice and (cry.4-
In 1850 Fraser's , making a more than ample amends for their
former campaign against Bulv/er, stated:
Ernest Maltravers and The Oaxtons are perhaps the
1
2
3
6.10.37.
2.1.38. "Our batch of novels for Christmas 1837." 
Letters to Miss Mitford. Edited by B. Miller. 1954.
79.11.37.' ■ 22:3".--------
Letters of Robert Browning and Elizabeth Barrett 1845-6. 
13.8.45. 1.161.
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two best novels in the English language, however
great their faults may be.^
and found Alice "as exquisite a woman as any man has drawn
since Shakespeare." As evidence of its influence, though
not its merit, Kingsley states as the beginning of Yeast
that Lancelot Smikk has been through a sentimental, Germanic,
2
Ernest Maltravers phase.
3
Thackeray's reviews in Fraser's and the Times covered 
most of the qualities for which he was to attack Bulwer 
throughout his writing career, the"sham s u b l i m e , t h e  
philosophizing of characters engaged in immoral actions, the 
egotism and the exalted idea of the literary profession.
The violence of the attacks was partly dictated by the 
political bias of the journals involved, and Thackeray 
complained to Macready that a review of his in the Times of 
some unspecified work of Bulwer's had been severely tampered
5
with, but Thackeray's personal antagonism to almost every­
thing in Bulwer's writing is clear throughout. He has not 
yet achieved an impression of detachment; at*one point in 
the Alice review, after quoting a passage from the text, he
1
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4
5
1.50. "Sir E.dward B^lwe^ Lytton and Mrs Grundy."
1848. Ï.
Fraser'8. 1.38. "Our batch of novels for Christmas 1837." 
Review of Maltravers,The Times. 30.9.37. Review of Mal- 
travers. 24.4.38. Review of Alice.
Times. 30.9.37.
Macready'8 Diaries 1833-51. Edited by W. Toynbee. 1912.
14^ 4.38. Thackeray might have been referring to the
Maltravers review in the _prpviouQ yearjL or po^gibly^he 
wrote ttrs' brief review of^The Lady ox Lyons. 24.2.58.
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comments :
'He held out his hand* goes on our n o v e l i s t h e  
held out his hand, and, involuntarily, unknowingly, 
she clasped it.' She ought to have slapped his 
face.-^
Thackeray did praise Bulwer for the parts of the book which
called forth Bulwer's only real talent, for social comedy,
and pointed out Bulwer's inability to accept his limitations.
"It is as if Watteau should try to paint in the style of
2
Michel Angelo." He praised Pelham, and regretted that
Bulwer's inclination for the Ideal was leading him further
away from any true depiction of life:
the humbug ... must get into his heart at last; 
and then his trade is ruined. A little more 
politics and Plato, and the natural disappears 
altogether from Mr Bulwer's writings.3
By the time Alice appeared, Bulwer had declared, in
"On art in fiction," his aim of making the analysis of
character and passions predominant in the novel over the
descriptions of costumes and manners. Thackeray comments:
We have spoken more at length about the moral part 
of this novel,because its author professes 
emphatically to take a higher aim than most of 
his brethren in the trade of romance-writing, and, 
not content with merely describing manners, costumes, 
and characters^as they pass in society, is desirous 
to let us into the inward heart of a man - nay, 
more, to show us step by step his progress towards 
truth. The Mysteries are instituted with no 
meaner intention; the portraiture of the imaginary 
Maltravers is designed, we take it, for this single
^ Times. 24.4.38. 
2
Fraser's. 1.38. 
^ ibid.
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purpose. An aim more ambitious can hardly be 
conceived, or a triumph more noble, if the aim be 
won. Has Mr. Bulwer attained it? It seems to 
us that there never was a failure more complete
Thackeray objected to the representation of romantic criminals
and medieval banditti, but he found Bulwer's latest aim a •
noble one in itself, and Bulwer*s use of the "sham sublime"
to achieve it was all the more repellent to him.
The passage to which Thackeray took exception most 
strongly was the opening seduction scene of Ernest Maltravers, 
where the youthful hero seduces Alice, a mentally deficient 
peasant-girl whose intellect he has just finished awakening 
by means of a brief course in religious instruction and the 
pianoforte. One of the main subjects of the book was Bulwer*s
plea for the fallen woman and to people to "apply to the
2
Social Code the wisdom we recognise in Legislation," and
the book became as much identified with this theme as with
its depiction of the struggles of Genius. In 1884 George
Bentley wrote:
You cannot prevent young people reading novels, and 
Alice or The Mysteries, where I believe Bulwer made 
the heroine who lapsed from virtue all that was 
loveable, probably did much mischief in its day 
amongst the young of both sexes.^
Earlier, in 1854, the art critic of the Athenaeum had also
 ^ Times. 24.4.48.
^ Alice. XI chapter the last. 423." '
Quoted in R. Gettman. A Victorian Publisher. I960. 
Letter to Gissing. 4.1.84. vii.220.'
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linked Maltravers with the theme of the fallen woman,
remarking of Holman Hunt's picture. The Awakening Conscience:
The sentiment is of the Ernest Maltravers school^- 
to those who have an affinity for it, painful, and 
to those who have not $ uJsliiei‘. 1
Bulwer intended to portray an idyllic young love
shattered by the Pharisaical attitude of the world. For his
Pygmalion experiment Maltravers takes Alice to a secluded
country villa where he teaches her about God and Eros in "a
delicious revival of Academe." The atmosphere is all
moonlight and roses where philosophy and idyll are inextricably
confused; the villa is "the Pavilion of Roses"^ and Maltravers
broods on "the moonlit abyss of Plato."^ The only woifeliness
to break into the idyll is Bulwer's own; just before the
seduction he drops a piece of flippant worldly philosophy:
But it is observable, that a woman is never so 
sure of going to the deuce, as when her lover 
attempts to save her from it. She is comparatively 
safe if she is persecuted and pressed, by an 
ardour evidently selfish. But whether it is that 
her pride is alarmed, or her affection wounded, 
or her generosity appealed to, she certainly 
never can bear that her lover should have any 
feàling, however higtminded, so strong as his 
passion for her. And thus, directly the friendly 
hand is extended to warn her from the precipice, 
she shuts her eyes and down she goes.5
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6.5.54.
Maltravers. I.v.37.
Maltravers. I.vi.40.
Maltravers. I.v.37.
Maltravers. First edition. I.i.6.73. Omitted in
I.vi.4a.
Thackeray fastened on the slangy unsuitability of this
1
passage, especially the "going to the deuce," and quoted it
in both reviews as evidence of Bulwer*s inability to keep
up the sublime, or distinguish between two kinds of writing.
2
"Mr Bulwer should not be Socrates and Charteres too." In 
the 1840 edition Bulwer changed "so sure of going to the deuce" 
to "in such danger" and cut the last sentence, and in 1851 
the entire paragraph disappeared.
Soon after this scene Maltravers and Alice are separated 
by circumstances and Maltravers,'his first love lost, plunges 
into a hectic life on the Continent, chasing veiled women 
round Constantinople, and setting out to seduce married 
women who wound his pride. Thackeray attacked this portion 
of the work for the same faults as the seduction scene. 
Maltravers is a "young devil among the girls and the Greek 
plays, devoting his time equally to his seductions and 
"his old familiar aspirations for the Beautiful, the Virtuous, 
and the Great.Thackeray objected in particular to the
5
Constantinople adventure, and a paragraph describing how 
Maltravers just managed to overcome temptation when the
1
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see above 11.
Times. 30.9.37. 
ibid.
Maltravers. 11.iii.90.
 ^ Maltravers. First edition, l.ii.1.176. Omitted in 1840.
n.i.8É.
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married woman, whom he had intended to seduce, dismissed him.^ 
Both these incidents, quoted in the Times review, disappeared 
from the 1840 edition, and by 1851 the whole continental 
episode had been considerably toned down. Passages relating 
to Maltravers*s blase attitude to love-affairs, his deliberate­
ly setting out to seduce Madame de Ventadour, and the comment
that "Ernest Maltravers was not so good a man as when he
2
left England," disappeared.
Thackeray singles two other passages out for quotation 
and comment in the Times reviev/. He quotes the passage in 
which Maltravers solemnly refuses to forgive his current
3
fiancee fcr doubting his word as an example of theatricality;
"v/e can fancy two people acting this scene at the theatre,
but not at home."  ^ Bulwer cut most of this speech in the
1851 edition. Thackeray also quotes a piece from a chapter
in which Bulwer stopped to apostrophize his characters,
remind the reader that Maltravers v;as not a self-portrait,
and sigh for the sad lot of writers:
No I Ernest Maltravers, you are an original, not a 
copy - you will not interest young ladies and 
gentlemen half as much as if you had been a bold
Maitravers. First edition, l.ii.4.222. Omitted in 1840.
ll.iv.lOl.
Maltravers. First edition. 1.ii.5*193• Omitted in 1851 *
11.iii.58.
 ^ Maltravers. First edition. Ill.viii.8.201. Omitted in
4
1851. Vlll.viii.242. 
Times. 50.9*37.
impostor, with a sneer and a swagger. What do 
we care, Ernest? we must hide our time; - and yet, 
if the judgments of to-day are hollow, those of 
to-morrow we may not hear. - Alas, how is the bloom 
faded from the face of life - how is the golden 
bowl broken at the ciaternll
This was the kind of Bulwerian outburst which Thackeray
burlesqued in Bullwig's speech in "Mr Yellowplush*s &jew."
The whole chapter is omitted from the 1851 edition.
Bulwer*s attitude towards his profession was a constant
subject of Thackeray's ridicule. In 1846, in his article in
Fraser's on Bulwer's memoir of Lamen Blanchard, Thackeray wrote:
It would have been worth while to tell this tale 
more fully; not to envelop the chief personage in 
fine words, as statuaries do their sitters in 
Roman togas, and, making them assume the heroic- 
conventional look, take away from them that 
infinitely more interesting one which Nature gave
them.2
Bulwer forced his subject, real as in the case of Blanchard, 
or fictitious as in that of Maltravers, into the heroic- 
conventional mould both as man and writer. Thackeray 
objected to both kinds of misrepresentation, and in Pendennis 
showed a man and writer of the day who was not heroic.
Bulwer's view of the literary man largely coincided 
with that of Carlyle in "The Hero as a man of letters;"^ he
Maltravers. First edition. Ill.ix.l.Piy. Omitted in 
JSiH}. at beginning of IX.
2
Works. VI.560. "A brother of the press." First appeared 
in Fraser's. 5.46. Bulwer's memoir prefaced Blanchard's 
Sketches from Life./l846.
3 Heroes and Hero-Worship. 1841.
saw him as the member of a great priesthood bringing the
"Divine Idea" to the world. Of Ernest Maltravers entering
on the literary profession he wrote:
He was a silent but intense enthusiast in the 
priesthood he had entered. Prom IITERATURE he 
imagined had come all that makes nations enlightened 
and men humane. And he loved Literature the more, 
because her distinctions were not those of the 
world - because she had neither ribands, nor stars, 
nor high places at her command. A name in the 
deep gratitude and hereditary delight of men - this 
was the title she bestowed. Hers was the Great 
Primitive Church of the world, without Popes or 
Mjiftigp. - sinecures, pluralities, and hierarchies. 
Her servants spoke to the earth as the prophets 
of old, anxious only to be heard and believed.
Pull of this fanaticism, Ernest Maltravers pursued 
his way in the great procession of the myrtle- 
bearers to the sacred shrine. He carried the
thyrsus, and he believed in the god. By degrees 
his fanaticism worked in him the philosophy which 
De Montaigne would have derived from sober cal­
culation; it made him indifferent to the thorns 
in the path, to the storms in the sky. He learned 
to despise the enmity he provoked, the calumnies 
that assailed him. Sometimes he was silent, but 
sometimes he retorted. Like a soldier who serves 
a cause, he believed that when the cause was 
injured in his person, the weapons confided to his 
hands might be wielded without fear and without 
reproach. Gradually he became feared as well as 
known. And while many abused him, none could 
contemn.1
The special pleading at the end was characteristic of Bulwer; 
although he saw himself as a priest, his favourite pose was 
as an early Christian martyr entering the arena. The 
passages dealing with Maltravers*s literary life constantly 
recur to the theme of unjust criticism and it was Bulwer's
Maitravers. V.vi.201.
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pose as self-appointed literary martyr which Thackeray so
often attacked. He saw no reason why special concessions
should he made for the literary man, as Bulwer demanded at one
point of Maltravers, when the hero, who has just learnt that'
his fiancee is dying, picks up a hostile review of his latest
work. "There is a terrible disconnection between the
author and the man"^ broods Bulwer who would have had it
otherwise. Thackeray, on the other hand saw the literary
man as a worker in a profession which must abide by the same
rules as any other:
We are sickened with this eternal recurrence of 
tawdry sentimentalism concerning the sufferings of 
authorship. All professions are disagreable more 
or less. Pollett or Wilde at the bar might with 
just as much reason burst into tears in the middle
of a case, and, forgetting their client altogether,
moan over the miseries of a life in chambers,and 
the wretchedness of reading those eternal reports. 
Away with this,pouting and sadness, Mr Bulwer. 
Because you fancy yourself a man of genius^there is 
no reason that you should be a milksop.2
It was an admonition he was to make again, and not only in
his articles on Bulwer. In "Barmecide Banquets" he wrote:
If (as undoubtedly is the case) Pitz-Boodle is 
a grande ame inconnue, a genie incompris, you 
cannot say that l complain - I don't push cries of 
distress like my friend Sir Lytton - if I am a 
martyr^ who ever saw me out of temper?3
In The Book of Snobs he remarked in passing:
^ Maltravers. IX.vii.376. 
^ Times. 30.9.37.
^ Works. VI.522.
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There's a power of martyrdom in our profession.
Ask Sir Edward George Earle Lytton Bulwer Lytton 
if there isn't, or any other eminent hand.l
and in From Cornhill to Cairo, with reference to a bug-ridden
night in Jaffa:
Only Bulwer in his most pathetic style could 
describe the miseries of that night - the moaning, 
the groaning, the cursing, the tumbling, the p
blistering, the infamous despair and degradation!
Thackeray was naturally averse from a heroic view of
life and work, but Bulwer's much-publicized martyrdom was
presumably in some part responsible for Thackeray's constant
stress on his profession as a job, a job like shoe-blacking,
which could demand no special concessions, and which had
outlived its days of martyrdom. In 1851, the year after
3
Pendennis had run into the Dignity of Literature controversy,
Thackeray made a speech at the annual dinner of the Literary
Fund, in which he denied that authors were still martyrs to
social prejudice, and cited three authors who stood high
in society. His references to Dickens and Disraeli are
complimentary, but that to Bulwer has the usual sting:
Take next another novelist, who writes from his 
ancestral hall, and addresses John Bull, in letters, 
on matters of politics; and John Bull buys eight 
editions of these letters. Is not this a prospect 
for a novelist?^
1
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V/orks. IX.420. In Punch but omitted in later editions. 
Works. IX.188. 
see below.JOS-b
L. Melville. W.M. Thackeray. 1910. 11.74. Thackeray was
referring to Bulwer's Protectionist pamphlet. Letters to
John Bull, which went into eleven editions beforS“'TOê---
year was out.
However much Bulwer championed the status of the literary 
man he usually took care to remind the reader he was a writer 
with an "ancestral hall" as he did in England and the English,^ 
and in the epilogue to Not so bad as we seem, the play he 
wrote for the Guild of Literature and Art in 1851. At one
point in Maltravers a character suggests that it is better
2
never to write unless one has independent means, and Maltraves 
himself, dedicated priest that he is, also takes up a political 
life, reflecting that he does not want to be divorced from 
the life of action and become one of "those Slaves of the 
Lamp, those Silkworms of the Closet." Bulwer wanted it all 
ways, to be an aristocrat who set no store by such things, 
and a genius who had an unerring eye for what type of book 
would next make a bestseller.
Thackeray attacked the humbug he saw underlying Bulwer's 
grandiloquent protests of integrity, as well as the heroic 
attitude itself. In his next major attack on Bulwer, "Mr 
Yellowplush*s Ajew" he presented Bulwer as a complete humbug. 
The attack is too violent and personal to be effective, but, 
despite Thackeray's rudeness about Bulwer's affectations some 
of the charges are not unfair. Bulwer was fond of reminding 
the public that he stood on his literary talents and not on
^ l.ii.164.
 ^ Maltravers. V.v.197.
^ Maltravers. IX.iii.356.
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his "ten thousand years of chivalwous ancestwy."^ Despite 
his martyred pose and his constant references to the degrad­
ation of his profession, his "Ai, Ail it is agony - eternal— 
gwoaning and solitawy despair!"^ he did, and had already done, 
remarkably well for himself. He might see himself as one 
of an elect priesthood above worldly gain and worldly 
standards, predestined for the fate of a genius, and he wrote 
in his unfinished autobiography;
When mankind brought me better acquainted with my 
powers, their scope, and their limit, the infantine 
belief passed into a conviction that my life had 
been entrusted with a mission to the hearts of 
beings unborn, and that in the long chain of thought 
connecting age with age my own being would hereafter 
be recognized as a visible link.3
but before the success of Pelham he was not always so con­
vinced of his literary priesthood. In 1826 he wrote of
the fragment which was to become Pelham;
Me is therefore going on with the Memoirs of a
Gentleman which me is writing solely for other
people, not for myself. Directly the first 
volume is done me will get some-one to take it to 
another bookseller, for me would not like to appear 
in it myself, for me will write two or three 
volumes solely in proportion to the price.4
1
2
3
4
Works. 1.313*
Works. I.3ia.
Life and letters.*I.xvii.99*
Letters of the late Edward Bulwer, Lord Lytton, to his 
wife. Edited L. Devey. 1884. 94* Bulwer also disparages, 
the novel in the Dedicatory Epistle of Paul Clifford, 
saying he soon intends to write a serious work. This 
epistle was omitted from the 1840 edition of Clifford
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The martyred pose was somewhat incongruous in the man who
remarked "I am the only man of Business of my whole tribe,
and something worse in the writer who turned with The Caxtons
to creating a kind of literature he despised when he saw it
would suit the public taste. In gauging that Bulwer's talents
were remarkable; the Westminster unkindly said in 1865:
For our own part, we are content to remark that his 
career offers an instructive example of what may 
be done by anyone who will condescend to an 
unlimited belief in his own powers. We recommend 
the subject to Mr. Smiles for a future edition of 
Self-Help. 2
but he could not pretend to suffer from "the curse of
3
FWometheus" as well.
In 1839 Bulwer offered Yellowplush another excuse for 
attack with his preface to the fourth edition of his much- 
criticized play. The Sea-6aptain. Here.Bulv/er put forward
another demand for special concessions to the high-minded 
and sensitive man of letters, stated his motives of serving 
the drama and those he imputed to his critics, and asserted 
his belief in the correct evaluation posterity would make of 
his plays. Thackeray attacked his tragic-heroic tone in 
Epistles to the literati and begged Bulwer to forgo
^ Quoted in C. Shattuck. Bulwer and Macready. 195S. Letter 
to Macready. 10.1.39. iii.118.
2
4.65. "Modern novelists; Sir Edward Bulwer-Lytton."
 ^ Works. 1.312. "Mr Yellowplush*s Ajew."
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his martyred pose and realize his limitations. He stated
his own unromantic view of the literary profession;
Away with this canting about great motifs 1 Let 
us not be too prowd, my dear Barnet, and fansy 
ourselves marters of the truth, marters or apostels. 
We are but tradesmen, working for bread, and not 
for righteousness^sake. Let* s try and work 
honestly; but don*t let us be prayting pompisly 
about our "^sacred calling.** The taylor who makes
your coats (and very well they are made too, with
the best of velvit collars) - I say Stufze, or 
Nugee, might cry out that their motifs were but 
to assert the eternle truth of tayloring, with . 
just as much reazn; and who would believe them?
2
**Little odd jobbs here and there** made Bulwer a comfortable
income. Unlike the violent earlier Yellowplush article, the
tone of Epistles to the literati was no more personal than
was warranted in an attack on a preface which gave bad health
and low spirits as an excuse for bad writing.
Bulwer*s consoling thoughts of posterity were another
part of his attitude to the literary profession. A sentence
in Maltravers cut from the 1851 edition read:
The Dead grow visible from the shades of time, and 
we dream of occupying a vacant niche in the grand 
Pantheon.3
1'
In the later Yellowplush and, in 1846, in **A brother of the 
press ^** Thackeray attacks Bulwer * s need for fame, immediate 
and in ages to come. The latter, in respect to the subject.
^ Works. 1.320.
 ^ Works. 1.317.
 ^ First edition. II.v.5.148. Omitted in tSifW. V.v.1^6.
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is not couched in the form of a direct attack, but Thackeray 
opposes his idea of the literary man as honest workman to 
Bulwer*s "heroic-conventional" view. As usual he urges
Bulwer to "Away with ..." something; "Away with this 
discontent and morbid craving for renown1 His reference
2
to those who think they are safe "in the race for immortality" 
is clearly meant for Bulwer, whose writings on the subject r; 
probably helped to persuade him that literary fame was 
twopenny race.
Here too Bulwer * s ideas for improving the lot of the 
literary man met with Thackeray * s disapproval. The "funereally 
encomiastic"^ style of Bulwer * s memoir was caused by his 
choice of Blanchard as a martyr displaying the unfortunate 
position of literary men socially and financially. Bulwer 
treated the subject heroically; of Blanchard* s suicide he 
said:
Not in the day of battle did the ship, battered 
by long strife, hoist sail and flee; the cord 
snapped from the anchor - and it went in darkness 
down.5
Bulwer, in public at least, always advocated writing on an
Works. VI.557.
Works. VI.553.
Letters. To Dr. and Mrs. Brown. 51.12.54. III.409. He is 
speaking of Blackwood* s 1855 series on modern novelists, 
which found Bulwer greatest with Dickens and Thackeray 
tied for second place.
Works. VI.557.
L. Blanchard. Sketches from Life. 1846. "Memoir" by Bulwer. 
xl.
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independent income, and avoiding journalism. This idea,
with which, in any case, Thackeray disagreed, was tied up
here with his "morbid craving for r e n o w n . B l a n c h a r d  had
died obscure and poor. Thackeray found that Bulwer held
the wrong set of values in his "cowardly dislike, or compassion
2
for, the fact of a man dying poor" and saw the same set of
values in Bulwer*s desire to raise the literary profession
by making it wealthier. Higher social status and an assured
income will not assure greater literary merit; "Pame-ls
a republican institution" and:
Our calling is only sneered at because it is
not well paid. The world has no other criterion
for respectability.4 ■ -
Blanchard* s life was not a conventional tragedy because he
died poor and without fame; Bulwer*s judgments are, as usual]
of the world.
Thackeray * s admission that his calling was sneered at 
was not his usual one. He maintained most of the time that 
the literary man could now hold a position in society on the 
strength of his talent. He saw the writer as a workman and 
so did not think that an independent income would help;
^ Works. VI.557. 
^ Works. VI.549. 
^ Works. VI.555. 
^ Works. VI.552.
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writers were not martyrs but must earn their living as well
as anyone else, and a state pension would probably stop
them working altogether by removing the necessity. Bulwer
in his Memoir of Blanchard saw the literary man as a being
apart who should be supported by the state while his great
works fermented at leisure, without journalism inflicting
suffering on him. In 1835 in England and the English Bulwer
had urged state patronage as the most effective way of raising
the moral and intellectual tone of the nation:
it is not to produce a few great men, but to diffuse 
throughout a whole country a respect and veneration 
for the purer distinctions of the human mind, that 
I desire to see a state bestowing honours upon 
promoters of her science and her art; it is not 
for the sake of stimulating the lofty, but refining 
the vulgar, mind, that we should accustom ourselves 
to behold rank become the natural consequences of 
triumphant intellect.^
This is the same as Carlyle* s view that:
The result to individual Men of Letters is not 
the momentous one; they are but individuals, an 
infinitesimal fraction of the great body; they 
can struggle on, and live, or else die, as they 
have been wont. But it deeply concerns the whole 
society, whether it will set its light on high 
places to walk thereby; or trample it under foot, 
and scatter it in all ways of wild waste, (not 
without conflagration) as heretofore 12
Carlyle, however, did not find the answer to organizing the
literary man* s place in society in state grants, which Bulwer
^ II.iv.7.179.
2
Heroes and hero-worship. 1841. "The Hero as Man of Letters."
increasingly did. In 1832 his idea was simply to unite
writers in some kind of scheme of mutual assistance so that
they could make a common front against the world:
All the pens of Europe would soon put down all the 
swords of Kings and Eield Marshals.!
By 1846 state grants were playing a part in his ideas, and 
were to exist as much to allow the writer to become a great 
man at leisure, as to raise the tone of society.
Thackeray, as he showed in Pendennis and The English 
Humourists, did not thinkthe generality of literary men any 
more likely to raise the tone of society than anyone else. 
After Pen and Warrington had attended the highly unintellec­
tual literary supper at the Bungays* Thackeray commented
"there are no race of people who talk about books, or,
2perhaps, who read books, so little as literary men;" since 
he later admitted "The words in Pendennis are untenable be 
hanged to them," he was presumably driven to overstate his 
case in exasperation at the martyred attitude of the other 
side. His natural aversion to such sentimentalizing of 
real life, with it s demand for special concessions, led 
him into antagonism to the Guild of Literature and Art of 
which Bulwer, who had advocated just such a society for
^ New Monthly. 11.32. "Proposals for a literary union." 
 ^ Works. XII. Pendennis. xxxiv.440.
 ^ Letters. To Abraham Hayward. 25.1.50. 11.636.
mutual assistance among literary men in his New Monthly days, 
was naturally a leading light. Thackeray* s days of burlesquing 
Bulwer*s novels were over, but they remained opposed. In 
Not so bad as we seem Bulwer to gain sympathy for the Guild 
by the play, as well as the money they hoped to make performing 
it, created a starving Georgian hack, David Fallen, clinging 
to the shreds of his integrity, while he wrote pamphlets for 
both political parties to support his six children. On the 
first night Thackeray spoke at the Literary Fund Annual dinner, 
and, as well as attacking Bulwer * s Letters to John Bull, he 
said:
Certain persons are constantly apt to bring forward 
or to believe in the existence, at this moment, 
of the miserable old literary hack of the time of 
George the Second, bring him before us as the 
literary man of the day. I say that that dis­
reputable old phantom ought to be hissed out of 
society.1
Thackeray often put forward the views that he had long 
expressed in attacking Bulwer, his refusal to see any martyrdom 
in the literary man* s lot or to make special concessions for 
him. Pendennis*s introduction to the literary world, with 
the portraiture of Thackeray* s old editor Maginn as Shandon, 
the supper at Bungay*s, and Warrington*s scathing comments 
on the literacy of his fellow-writers, aroused the Dignity
^ L. Melville. W.M. Thackeray. 1910. II.72-3.
Ack-t
of Literature controversy of 1850. The Morning Chronicle.^
and Forster, who was to be a leading light of the Guild,
2in the Examiner, both attacked Thackeray for disparaging 
his own profession and lowering its dignity in a world already 
disposed not to give the literary man his due. Thackeray, 
in a letter to the Morning Chronicle denied both the dis­
paragement and the low status of literary men, but again 
insisted that "it was the duty of a literary man, as well as 
any other, to practise regularity and sobriety, to love his 
family and to pay his tradesmen." Later in the year the 
North British Review joined in, supporting Thackeray* s 
remarks about the status of literary men, and attacking the 
victimized attitude often taken up by a writer towards his 
publisher, recently illustrated in the "Grand Anti-publisher 
Confederated Authors* Society" in The Caxtons.^
The controversy continued through the decade. In the 
last lecture in The English Humourists, "Sterne and Goldsmith," 
Thackeray concluded by a long passage returning to the subject 
of the author* 8 status, asking his constant question "who
5
is the author, that he should be exempt," claiming that the
3.1.50.
 ^ 5.1.50.
 ^ Letters. 8.1.50. II.639,k-.
4 Bulwer * s treatment here of the question was humorous if 
sympathetic.
Works. XIII.689.
author was an honoured member of society, and maintaining 
that the writer*s duty was to do his job honestly and not 
to complain if he, like hundreds of others in other professions, 
"perished unknown in the struggle."^ In The Newcomes he 
mentioned the constant harping by literary men on the ills 
of their profession and pointed out some of jds advantages.
The differing attitudes of Bulwer and Thackeray centred,
however, less on the social status of the writer, which,
since they were both gentlemen born, neither was in the
best of positions to assess, but on the question of special
concession, whether the writer should be treated as a man
apart and sheltered from the ordinary toil to which people
in other professions were subjected. Thackeray, as he
showed in The English Humourists^judged literary men, as he
judged the great of history, by the same standards as he
applied to everyone. If this sometimes led him into the
tea-party judgments of which Carlyle complained, this was
less denigrating for the literary profession than Bulwer*s
habit of Classing himself with the immortals; when George
de Barnwell remarks to Pope as equal to equal:
these, I say, sir, are the privileges of the poet - 
the Poietes - the Maker - he moves the world, and 
asks no lever; if he cannot charm death into life, 
as Orpheus feigned to do, he can create Beauty out
^ Works. XIII.690.
^ Works. XIV.Ixxiv.937-8.
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of Nought, and defy Death by rendering Thought EtemaJ
it is Bulwer who is under fire for dragging down the dignity
of literature.
Bulwer*s heroic views of his profession naturally
affected his judgment of his works. His talent, which was
for light witty social comedy, is most uninterruptedly
displayed in Pelham* s first chapter, which he wrote while
2
still at Cambridge. After that the claims of immortality
forced him to turn his attention to more serious subjects,
and his theories on the analysis of character, which make
several of his prefaces more interesting than the books
involved, drove him away from the depiction of manners.
Tragedy and Epic were the highest forms of literature, and
so he had, whatever his talents or limitations, to write them.
It was naturally his epic poem. King Arthur, which he saw as:
the grand effort of my literary life, the most 
earnest and elaborate appeal that I can make to 
posterity or my own time.3
It was an epic and therefore it must be the greatest.
To Bulwer a great subject seems necessarily to have
made a great work. He demonstrates this in his use of the
words genius and art. Art does not seem to have been
^ Wor^. VIII.92-3. **George de Barnwell.’*
 ^ Life and letters. I.iii.2.237.
 ^ Lytton. II.iv.4.97. Letter to Forster. 7.11.47.
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something he associated with the former quality; the two
novels he praised for their art are the two he liked least,
1 2 The Last Bays of Pompeii, and The Caxtons. The art
involved seems to have been mainly that of writing down to
the public. This confusion between the grandeur of the
subject or conception and its execution,(and the noble
conception was something Bulwer stressed in "On art in
fiction, ") led to the curious lack of connection between the
"almost Jamesian or flanbertian insistence on the need for
the novelist to be an intensely dedicated craftsman," and
the unreality and melodrama of the books appended.
This vagueness comes out in the description of Maltravers
as a writer. He is a genius and he suffers from criticism,
but what form his literary talents take we never know. He
does not mortgage his fame to periodicals as Hazlitt did,^
5
or live a conventional poetaster’s life like Shelley; other­
wise the description of his entering on a literary career 
is devoted entirely to talk of the Ideal and the literary 
priesthood. Judging from Bulwer’s own career, there seems
see above. 12&.
2
see above. 69.
 ^ R. 8tang. The theory of the fiovel 1850-70. 1959. I.ii.12. 
^ Maltravers. V.iv.l92.
 ^ Maitravers. III.iii.124.
no reason to suppose that Maltravers did not supply verses 
for Books of Beauty when the Honourable Percy Popjoy failed 
to rise to the occasion, or work over a novel from his 
university days into a Walter Lorraine. His literary 
products, however, remain a mystery.
Pendennis’s career we have in detail. He is not a 
Genius; he "can write a magazine article, and turn out a 
pretty copy of verses, he strays into the profession by 
accident and not as into a sacred mission, he writes verses
and slashing reviews and a fashionable novel. He is firmly
set in the literary world of his day whereas Maltravers seems 
to have no acquaintances in it. Warrington discourages 
Pendennis from feeling "the curse of Prometheus :"
*^ If a poet gets a pain in his side from too good a 
dinner, he bellojfe "Ai, Ai," louder than Prometheus,"
but Pendennis in any case knows his limitations. He sees
the faults of Walter Lorraine and says:
*If ever I think I have the stuff in me to write 
an epic, by Jove I will try. If I only feel that
I am good enough to crack a joke or tell a story,
I will do that/3
Thackeray had criticized Bulwer both for disrespect to the
great writers, and for exalting the writer above the rest of
humanity; Warrington tells Pendennis not to mention himself
^ Works. XII.xxxi.396. 
 ^ Works. XII.xli.520.
^ ihid.
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in the same breath as Homer, Aeschylus and Shakespeare, and
Pendennis replies that Shakespeare wrote for money. Bulwer’s
indiscriminate landing of the literary priesthood would lead
to mediocrity, as would his plans for financial security.
Warrington finds the existing system better:
*Everybody who writes his epic, ever/driveller who 
can or can’t spell, and produces his novel or his 
tragedy, - are they all to come and find a bag 
of sovereigns in exchange for their worthless 
reams of paper?*!
Maltravers was some kind of genius, Pendennis a talented
literary man of no very exalted position, and the latter
therefore more naturally has a literary background. The
lack of detail in Bulwer’s work was also due to his belief
in the Ideal; he argued for "the selection of broad general-
2
ities" and against "the servile copy of particulars."
Presumably he saw Maltravers as an upholding of this opinion,
for in the article which discusses it, "On certain principles
of art in works of imagination," he brings forward his
example, Wilhelm Meister, as the work which first moved
away from naturalism to moral generalities. Thackeray,
although he seldom theorized about the art of the novel, was
strongly opposed to this opinion; he said in 1851:
in so far I protest against him [Dickens] - and 
against the doctrine quoted by my Reviewer from
Works. XII.xxxii.4l6.
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Blackwood’s . 5.63. Caxtoniana. "On certain principles of 
we/Ks arty'of the imagination."
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Goethe too - holding that the Art of Novels 
to represent Nature: to convey as strongly as
possible the sentiment of reality - in a tragedy 
or a poem or a lofty drama you aim at producing 
different emotions; the figures moving, and their 
words sounding, heroically: but in a drawing-room
drama a coat is a coat and a poker a poker; and 
must be nothing else according to my ethics, not an 
embroidered tunic, nor a great red-hot instrument 
like the Pantomime weapon.1
Thackeray disliked the heroic view of the novel as well as
the novelist; Bulwer was trying to raise the novel to the
position of epic.
In "a drawing-room drama" about literary men, Thackeray 
could afford to show his hero as an honest workman but no 
great genius, Bulwer*s hero was a hero and therefore a 
genius, and the heroic-conventional treatment of the subject 
also demanded a bad writer to come to a bad end. Warrington 
was an abler writer than Pen but acquired less fame, because 
Thackeray wished to show the literary world as it was.
Bulwer was giving the heroic view of a writer, but unfortunate­
ly confuses this with his own worldly and novelettish 
standards. There must be a bad writer to show the tragic 
things to v/hich bad writing may lead, and nothing more 
strikingly shows Bulwer*s heroic-conventional and unbalanced 
attitude to his profession, the attitude which drove him 
beyond his limitations, than the example he provides.
 ^ Letters. To David Masson. 6?.5.51. II.772-3.
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Maltravers the genius is contrasted with Cesarini, an
Italian poet. Cesarini is a mediocrity and Bulwer had a
harsh way with mediocrities. In The Disowned there is a
second-rate artist who goes raving mad when he hears Sir
Joshua Reynolds criticize one of his paintings. In Lucretia
the inferior artistic ability of the villain is firmly
linked with his homicidal tendencies. In Maltravers
Cesarini is a small lion in society, who writes pretty,
banal lyrics, presumably somewhat in the "School-miss
Alfred"^ style, and has a giant persecution complex about
the critics. His ever-increasing morbidity receives a
final blow from a disappointment in love, and topples him
over into insanity. He is removed to an asylum whence in
a lucid interval he sends a message to his sister:
tell Teresa ... that I shall live to tell her 
children not to be poets.’2
Bulwer*s automatic association of second-rate talent with 
an unpleasant fate and a bad character shows how his senti­
mental unreal standards of judgment affected his view of his 
profession, and explains why he was so anxious to write 
tragedy and epic. In his Memoir of Laman Blanchard the 
same association appears. Bulwer cannot resist turning a 
real-life story into a heroic-conventional mould. The
 ^ The New Timon. First edition. 184-6. 
 ^ Alice. VIII.iv.309.
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reader is left with the impression that, since Blanchard’s 
works were of a light, unsublime nature, he was, as a matter 
of course, constitutionally disposed to suicide# Thackeray’s 
answer is a protest against the sentimental judging of men 
by the degree of their talent and fame. He recalls Blanchard’s 
good-humour and laughter, whereas, in Bulwer’s Memoir, 
Blanchard, whether in his role as martyr to lack of State 
patronage, or in that of writer of minor talents and less 
fame, proceeds gloomily to his appointed end in the melodrama 
of life. Thackeray endeavours to counteract this impression 
by an account of Blanchard’s life as more or less happy and 
successful, and his suicide as a haphazard end to life, a 
momentary delirium, not the portended climax of a tragedy.
In the same way Maltravers’s life proceeded from one melo­
dramatic event to another, while Pendennis’s, though it 
points its moral, drifts and wavers in no discernible heroic 
pattern.
Maltravers as the heroic writer offended Thackeray, and 
c as the heroic man he was equally disagi/eable. Thackeray 
applied his unexalted, workman ideas to the character as well 
as his profession. At the end of his review of Alice he 
expresses surprise that Bulwer should have thought it worth­
while to write a novel explaining that a peasant-girl could 
solve the "Mysteries" of life as well as a heroic genius, and 
ends deflatingly;
ûiZ
In conclusion we wish her joy of her husband, and 
we earnestly that that gentleman has by this
time left off his silly passion of falling in love 
with every young woman he meets with, and corrected 
his fatal, prosing, tedious habit of talking about 
himself. A good sensible wife, an honest diet, 
and a quiet life will do him more good than anything 
he can find*in his philosophy^ .!
Thackeray did not believe that the main character of a
novel should most agreeably be a heroic genius. Of Olive •
Newcome he remarks:
If Mr. Olive is not a Michael Angelo or a Beethoven, 
if his genius is not gloomy, solitary, gigantic, 
shining alone, like a lighthouse, a storm round 
about him, and breakers dashing at his feet, I 
cannot help myself; he is as Heaven made him, 
brave, honest, gay, and friendly, and persons of 
a gloomy turn must not look to him for a hero.2
He is not a heroic-conventional hero, but has quite enough
good qualities to enable him to make an agreeable hero for
a Thackeray novel and live a contented life within the story;
he is :
a mediocre artist, I must own, but a famous good 
fellow, with an uncommonly pretty villa and pretty 
and rich wife at Wimbledon.3
In a Bulwer novel, Clive’s qualities would probably have
landed him in the nearest lunatic asylum, the fitting reward
for mediocrity. As for a "novel without a hero" it cannot
have been a thing within the compass of Bulwer’s imagination^
 ^ Times. 24.4.38.
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Works. XIV. The Newcomes. xxxix.513# 
 ^ Works. XVI. Philip, xi.14-2.
In his modern-day Maltravers, though, Bulwer was en­
deavouring to present a real picture of a man of the time' and 
his inner life. In his preface to the first edition he 
pointed out:
In the hero of this tale thou wilt find neither a 
majestic demi-god, nor a fascinating demon. He 
is a man with the weaknesses derived from humanity, 
with the strength that we inherit from the soul; 
not often obstinate in error, more often irresolute 
in virtue; sometimes too aspiring, sometimes too 
despondent; influenced by the circumstances to 
which he yet struggles to be superior, and changing 
in character with the changes of time and fate.l
In fact Maltravers is the Bulwer hero as before. He does
not struggle with circumstances, only with the demonic villain,
and nothing short of incest, insanity or murder stops him
in his tracks. All the descriptions of him are calculated
to suggest"a majestic demigod." When he is depressed:
that princely crest, fallen and dejected, no longer 
towered in proud defiance above the sons of men.2
At one stage of his life he feels affection for no-one:
Had he done so, the ice had been thawed, and the  ^
fountain had flowed once moreiinto the great deeps.
His pride is destroyed:
He ... whose step had trod the earth in the royalty 
of the Conqueror; the.veriest slave that crawls . 
bore not a spirit more humbled, fallen, or subduedl
1
2
3
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Maltravers. Preface to first edition. 
Alice. X.V.375.
Alice. II.iv.75.
Alice. IX.ii.343.
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It was Bulwer’s customary style but as applied to a contemp­
orary hero with an autobiographical basis it was more in­
appropriate than usual.
When Thackeray came to present his own version of this 
hero he did not ask the reader to accept a "majestic demigod" 
as the representative of’the struggling humanity of the day:
let us give a hand of charity to Arthur Pendennis, 
with all his faults and shortcomings, who does
not claim to be a heroV but only a man and a
brother.!
Pendennis*s life is not forced into a melodramatic pattern.
When things happen to him they are usually the fault of
"his greatest enemy" who is not, in this case, a scheming
fiendish rival. He has financial difficulties, and, though
he does visit a German watering-place after his illness, he
never plunges "amongst hordes, scarce redeemed from prim#.val
2
barbarism," as Maltravers does after an unfortunate set-back 
in his career. Unlike Maltravers, he does not play Pygmalion 
to his first love, and the Potheringay remains magnificently 
unawakened to things of the soul. When Pendennis strays 
into a more woijdly love the same unheroic contrast is present ; 
Blanche Amory may be a siren to Poker and Mirobolant, but 
other people can see her as "a lean, scraggy humbug ... 
simpering and ogling about like a French waiting-maid."
 ^ Works. XII.lxxv.977.
 ^ Alice. II.lv.73.
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When Maltravers plunges into the world to forget Alice, he 
becomes involved first with a French grande dame who is the 
reigning beauty of Naples, and then with the richest and most 
beautiful heiress in England.
Maltravers*s love-life was the subject of Thackeray’s
most violent attack in his reviews of the two books ; Maltraveis,
among his other heroic qualities, was a ladykiller on a grand
scale, and Thackeray pointed out that, with all his sentimental
philosophizing. Maltravers only enquired after Alice once
after their separation. Bulwer makes no suggestion that
Maltravers’s behaviour was in any way blameworthy. The
sentimental seduction scene is followed by an equally
sentimental account of Alice’s subsequent life; society
is to blame for its treatment of the fallen woman, but not
the seducer. Bulwer suggests that if Alice had not been
seduced by Maltravers, she would probably have become a
prostitute but :
%ere, from pure and Confiding love, that first 
false step has been taken, many a woman has been 
saved, in after life, from a thousand temptations.
... It is a miserable cant phrase to call them 
[prostitutes] the victims of seduction; they have 
been the victims of hunger, of vanity, of curiosity, 
of evil female counsels; but the seduction of 
love hardly ever conducts to a life of vice.l
Inspired by her memories of Maltravers, Alice starves for
a couple of years, and then luckily falls in with a wealthy
 ^ Maltravers. IV.ii.142.
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banker, later elevated to the peerage, who wants a mother 
for his orphaned daughter, and agrees, if not over-enthusiast- 
ically, that she shall remain physically faithful to Maltravers.; 
This sentimental solution of Alice’s problem hardly justified 
Bulwer’s claim that he was presenting a fallen woman’s fate 
as an appeal to society’s humanity. ^
Thackeray found Bulwer’s sentimentalizing of the 
seduction scene equivalent to his romanticizing of criminals, 
and brought it into Catherine, and his talk there about 
’juggling and thimblerigging with virtue and vice.’^
Catherine, like Maltravers, opens with a seduction scene, with 
a young gallant fresh from Germany seducing à peasant-girl. 
Catherine is more impressed by Galgenstein’s fine clothes 
than his philosophy, but she is romantically in love with 
him, and, when they are reunited after the two decades of 
separation which Maltravers and Alice also suffered, it is 
in Bulwerian style that Thackeray recalls the event. Here,
however, seducer and seduced are alike unsympathetic ; it is 
in A Shabby-^nteel Story that Thackeray presents the gallant 
gentleman seducer as villain. Caroline Gann’s seduction 
did not, of course, lead her into a life of sin, but it was 
not presented as a fortunate occurrence, nor was her sub­
sequent fate to be the rosy one of Alice :
 ^ Works. III.31.
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Caroline was to be disowned and deserted by her 
wicked husband: that abandoned man was to marry
somebody else: hence, bitter trials and grief,
patience and virtue, for poor little Caroline, and 
a melancholy ending~as how should it have been 
gay?l
Brandon’s position in the story is much the same as Maltravers’q
He is a dashing superior being descended into a lower-rclass
world, fancying himself really in love with Caroline and
piqued by her principles, as Maltravers was later to be by
those of the reigning beauty of Naples. He is the dashing
kind of hero about whom Caroline had read in novels, and
whom Thackeray often took as his villain.
Bulwer, like Thackeray, often complained of the prudery
of the English reading-public, as well as their taste for
manners rather than character-analysis. He complained both
2
in England and the English, and in an article on Paul de 
Kook in the Edinburgh, that the English saw morality simply 
as a matter of the relations between the sexes, and he felt 
that in French literature, despite "much false morality, 
much depraved sentiment, lay the hope for literature. 
Literature, in any case, had "a divine power of self-
5
purification" and could not remain immoral past the generation
Works. III.280.
I.iii.6.369.
1.37. Life and letters. II.vi.4.107. assigns the article 
to Bulwer.
Alice. VI.ii.234.
 ^ Alice. VI.ii.233. Also Blackwood’s. 8.62. Caxtoniana. 
"On the moral effect of writers."
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which gave it birth. His attitude was, however, somewhat 
ambivalent; in A Word to the Public he said that while 
scenes of violence do not corrupt and may therefore safely 
be described, scenes of licentiousness, which do, should
* .
be avoided.
In the de Kook article he condemns his subject’s 
flippancy:
We utterly condemn, what no ethical logic can 
sanction, - the levity which treats the virtue of 
woman as peu de chose.!
but in the same year produced his own flippant, and presumably
French-influenced, account of a woman ’going to the deuce.’
He goes on to express the same doubt about Fielding’s
respective opinions of Tom Jones and Blifil that Thackeray
was later to have:
We are not quite sure, for instance, whether 
novels like Tom Jones, that, in seeking to unmask 
hypocrisy, lend too great a charm to the errors 
of a frank and cordial nature, are as safe for 
young readers - who are rarely Blifils, and 
frequently Joneses - as they may be for sober 
philosophers, who have passed the grand climacteric.
Thackeray in 1840 held Fielding up as an example of morality
to the Newgate school,^ but in his lecture on Fielding he
too was uncertain whether Tom was so very much better than
Blifil, and says of him:
 ^ Edinburgh. 1.37.
 ^ ibid.
 ^ Works. III. "Fielding's works."
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He would not rob a church, but that is all; and a 
pretty long argument may be debated, as to which of 
these old types, the spendthrift, the hypocrite, 
Jones and Blifil, Charles and Joseph Surface, - 
is the worst member of society and the most 
deserving of censure.!
In his preface to Pendennis, after mentioning his
decision not to tell the story of "a ruffian (with many
admirable virtues) in St. Giles’s, visited constantly by
2
a young lady from Belgravia,’ Thackeray complains:
Since the author of Tom Jones was buried, no writer 
of fiction among us has been permitted to depict 
to his utmost power a MAN. We must drape him, 
and give him a certain conventional simper.
Society will not tolerate the Natural in our Art.
and goes on to speak of the public reaction to the Fanny
Bolton episode. Here, conclusion apart, Thackeray is
presenting an unsentimental picture of the seduction of a
girl of the lower-classes by his hero. Bulwer made Alice
the outcast, mentally retarded daughter of a criminal; Fanny
lives in a porter’s lodge and drops her aitches. Alice is
impressed by Maltravers’s talk about Plato and Kant and Eros;
Fanny sees Pen as the hero of the fashionable novels:
Fanny had looked with delight at the fineness of 
his linen, at the brilliancy of his shirt-studs, 
at his elegant cambric pocket-handkerchief and 
white gloves, and at the jetty brightness of his 
charming boots. The Prince had appeared and 
subjugated the poor little handmaid.4
Works. XIII.650. The English Humourists. "Hogarth, 
Smollett and Fielding." Also Letters. To Robert Bell. 
5.9.48. 11.424.
Works. XII. Preface.
ibid.
4 Works. Xii.xlvii.608.
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Alice stays faithful to Maltravers for two decades, refusing
to see her vulgar middle-class husband as a substitute;
Fanny regrets Sam Huxter’s lack of shining boots and lavender
kid gloves, and seeing them together "built up a perfect
romance in three volumes ••• and Sam Huxter was not the hero
of that story,but, unlike the Psyche of the "Pavilion of
Roses, ends up with/lesser Cupid. ^ Maltravers experiments £
in the groves of Academe; "Monseigneur s’amuse."^
Thackeray attacks Bulwer’s sentimentality as pernicious
when Fanny cites as the work which gives her hope for a
c
misalliance, Bulwer’s play The Ladv of Lyons.^  Fanny 
admires the heroine of the play for being faithful to her 
rustic, lower-class lover, and sees hope for a marriage • 
with Pendennis. It is Bulwer’s play and the fashionable 
novels which have given her romantic notions, just as Caroline 
Gann derived them from romances, and as Lady Clara Newcome was 
to do. The novel presenting a sentimentalized view of life 
assumes its most sinister aspect in The Newcomes when Clara, 
with Highgate hovering in the vicinity, sits alone with her
 ^ Works. XII.lviil.751.
2 Maltravers. I.vi.40. Psyche. I.vii.43. 
 ^ Works. XII.xliv.836.
 ^ Works. Xll.xlvi. Title of chapter.
 ^ Works. XII.11.648.
French novels:
She rang languidly when we rose to take leave, and 
sank hack on her sofa, where lay a heap of French 
novels. ’She has chosen some pretty books,* says
Paul, as we drove through the sombre avenues 
through the grey park, mists lying about the 
melancholy ornamental waters, dingy herds of 
huddled sheep speckling the grass here and there; 
no smoke rising up from the great stacks of chimneys 
of the building we were leaving behind us, save 
one little feeble thread of white which we knew
came from the fire by which the lonely mistress
of Newcome was seated.!
The weak were misled by the sentimental novel, the worldly
used it as a cover for their own lack of sentiment. When
Pendennis wants an image to convey his meaning to that
"femme incomprise," Blanche Amory, he says "will you be the
Lady of Lyons, and love the penniless Claude Melnotte?"^
Thackeray bowed to the dictates of the novel of the
time, in Pendennis*s celebrated failure to seduce Fanny
Bolton. Bulwer played up a daring or offensive episode for
all it was worth, and then added a sentimental gloss or
solution to soothe the reader. After Maltravers and the
reader have been suitably harrowed by the news that Maltrav^s’s
current fiance'e is also his daughter, a complicated delving
into the past reveals that, against all appearances, she is
not. Similarly Alice is seduced but enabled to remain
faithful to her seducer, and can greet him on their reunion
 ^ Works. XIV.lvil.752.
 ^ Works. XII.lxxii.920.
two decades later with:
I am rich enough for both; it is all yours - all 
yours - I did not betray you for it; there is 
no shame in it.l
The wealth for which she had not betrayed Maltravers was the
fortune of her late husband. Alice’s moral standards were
somewhat peculiar to say the least, but she was generally
admired, probably more than any other pre-Caxfon character,
2 3although the Spectator and the Morning Chronicle pointed 
out that her unusual career invalidated Bulwer*s plea for 
society to show more humanity to the fallen woman. Caroline 
Gann was turned from her home to poverty and sickness,
Clara Pulleyn was cut off from all society but that of the 
riff-raff of Baden, but Alice ends up the widow of a wealthy 
peer. As a mixture of sentimentality and opportunism, 
high-flown words and worldly sentiments, she is one of 
Bulwer*s most characteristic creations.
Bulwer*s habit of turning every situation from life into 
a heroic or sentimental cliche did not stop at an autobiograph- 
ical novel. Thackeray complained of his romanticization 
of Blanchard’s life, and it is a pity he missed Bulwer’s 
fragmentary autobiography. This demonstrates more clearly
 ^ Alice. X.V.375. 
^ 17.3.38.
 ^ 6.10.37.
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than anything else could do, Bulwer’s habit of observing life
in cliches. The materials to hand were not quite as
sensational as those of Ernest Maitravers, but the fragment
is a series of colourful set-pieces in the appropriate heroic
tone. As in the account of Maltravers*s life, however, there
is a lack of detail. At the age of seven, for instance, to
the sound of trumpets blowing and empires falling, Bulwer*s
intellectual interests commence with the arrival of his
grand-father’8 library:
Wain and van rolled up the streets of Marylebone , 
and staiMed the doze of dowagers in Nottingham
Place. You might have thought that you saw ^ t h e
carts of Zagathai laden with houses - a great city
travelling towards youZ They came,the mighty 
Nomads - the grand,restless race - the disturbers 
of all antique landmarks - the convulsers and 
conquerors of the globe. They came, the Souls of. 
the Dead, file and rank, in the armament of Books I
Of the individual books themselves, and the particular way
they directed his interests we hear little. Thackeray, in
two equivalent accounts, "On a Lazy Idle Boy" and "On a peal
of bells" tells us what he read, and his individual memories
of the books;. indeed the whole of The Roundabout Papers ise
full of such indications. Bulwer’s autobiography contains
hardly any personal recollections of any sort; it consists
of a series of big set-pieces and speeches. The characters
are heroic. Bulwer nerer knew his father, but that was no
 ^ Life and letters. I.i.1 8 . 1 0 3 .
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excuse for saying about his death:
Peace to thy dust, cOi my fatheri Faults thou hadst, 
but these rather of temper than of hearty of 
deficient education and the manlike hardness of 
imperious will, than of ungenerous disposition or 
Epicurean corruption ... For the rest, thy courage 
was without question, and thine honour without 
stain; and thy tomb closed over a true Englishman; 
who, had the invader come, would have planted a 
patriot’s foot on the Saxon soil, or hallowed with 
a patriot’s blood the turf of some glorious field.1
One can almost hear Charles Fitzroy Yellowplush remark:
its not poatry, Barnet, nor natural. People, when 
their mothers reckonize them, don’t howl about the 
suckumambient air, and paws to think of the happy 
leaves a rustling - at least, one mistrusts them 
if they do.2
In the terms in which Bulwer spoke of his historical novels, 
Thackeray, who wanted no biography of himself, brought 
history, his personal history, to the service of romance or 
fiction in Pendennis and lent it reality and solidity.
Bulwer, in Ernest Maltravers, brought romance to the service 
of, or interpretation of, his personal history, and saw every 
event as a fictional cliche.
Both heroes go through a period of scepticism and doubt. 
Pendennis, in conversation with Warrington, defends his 
sceptical attitude and points out the dangers of making 
faith and dogma absolute so that Mahomet’s followers inflicting
3
or suffering death are equally praiseworthy. Maltravers,
^ Life and letters. I.i.l3.85-N-*
 ^ Works. 1.325. Epistles to the literati 
 ^ Works. XII.Ixi.
in one of his moments of doubts, also refers to the followers
of Mahomet, but his worry is that their search for glory and
posthumous fame may be as creditable as any he could attempt.^
Pendennis is about to sell himself for a fortune and a seat
in Parliament, and marry the world in the person of Blanche
Amory. Maltravers momentarily doubts the utility of fame
2
and progress and civilization, and wonders whether he should 
not plunge back amidst his primitive tribes and forsake the 
world.
Pendennis, at his worst, accepts the world; he has a 
"sneering acquiescence in the world as it is."^ Maltravers,
at his worst, rejects the v/orld and goes off to live in a 
swamp once frequented by Gilles de Retz."^  Pendennis, at the 
end of the book, rejects the world by offering to marry 
Blanche without her fortune, and then, when she jilts him, 
by marrying Laura. There is no suggestion that his struggles 
with the temptations of the world are over, but he has taken 
the moral course away from Vanity Pair. Maltravers, at the 
end of Alice, is cured of his unhealthy doubts about the 
utility of immediate and posthumous fame, marries the now
 ^ Alice. II.vi.
 ^ Alice. II.V.
 ^ Works. XII.Ixi.800. 
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wealthy heroine, and takes up a triumphant literary and 
political career. His doubts and experience have matured 
him so that "he was more fitted to mix in the living World, 
and to minister usefully to the great objects that refine 
and elevate our race. Bulwer might let his hero talk of 
how he despised the World, but it was unthinkable that that 
hero should not, at the same time, have all the best things 
of it.
Both his worldliness and the sentimental dictates of the
kind of novel he 'wrote made Bulwer end Alice as he did.
Pitzjames Stephen, in his 1855 essay, "The relation of novels
to life," discussed the practice of poetic justice in novels,
and the benefit which Thackeray had conferred on them by not
observing the rule. Bulwer he held up as a writer who
would go to any lengths of improbability to ensure the rule
was kept, and he praised Pendennis for its? lack of heroism,
for its picture of a man drifting with the tides of the world
2and governed by circumstance rather than principle. Bulwer,
at the end of Ernest Maltravers, declared that he had forsaken
poetic justice:
Here ends the first portion of this work: it ends
with what, though rare in Novels, is common in 
human life; the affliction of the good, the 
triumph of the unprincipled;— Ernest Maltravers, a 
lonely wanderer, disgusted with the world, blighted
^ Alice. XI. chapter the last. 423. 
 ^ Cambridge Essays. 1855. 184.
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prematurely in a useful and glorious ambition - 
’remote, unfriended, melancholy’ - Lumley Ferrers, 
prosperous and elated - life smiling before him - 
rising in the councils of the proudest and perhaps 
the wisest of European nations - and wrapped in a 
hardy stoicism of levity and selfishness, that not 
only defied grief but silenced conscience.!
%ether or not Bulwer yet knew hov; Alice would end, this 
stai^ent was distinctly disingenuous. His departure from 
poetic justice was admired by several critics who were not 
to know that^at the end of Alice, Mai travers was again ’useful 
and glorious’ while Lumley Ferrers lay outwitted, unloved, 
and strangled by a homicidal maniac in a hotel bedroom. There 
is no suggestion in Bulwer’s conclusion to Maltravers that 
what was common in human life was the affliction of good 
men, and the triumph of bad men, aged twenty-five, and the 
just reversed of their respective fortunes when they both neared 
forty years. In the 1851 edition Bulwer altered his con­
clusion, to a hint that the future would see changes.
There is no such lurid end for Thackeray’s villains as
for Lumley Ferrers. Becky escapes Lord Steyne’s threatened
revenge to become an apparent pillar of respectability.
Barnes Newcome may be unloved but he is also unstrangled. (It
the end of Pendennis, after listing his characters’ fates,
Thackeray points out:
If the best men do not draw the great prizes in 
life, we know it has been so settled by the ôrdainer 
of the lottery. We own, and see daily, how the
^ Maltravers. III.ix.7.311. Omitted IX.viii.388.
false and worthless live and prosper, while the 
good are called away, and the dear and young perish 
untimely, - we perceive in every man’s life the 
maimed happiness, the frequent falling, the bootless 
endeavour, the struggle of Right and Wrong, in which 
the strong often succumb and the swift fail.l
Bulwer’s adherence to poetic justice, his insistence that the
hero, if history did not positively decree otherwise, should
be provided with all the material benefits of life, shows
once more the discrepancy between his theories and his
practice. He saw himself as a high-minded critic of the
World, but he held to its standards. His gloom about
Blanchard’s lack of fame and prosperity, which Thackeray
attacked, is another example of this. He wanted to be a
champi.'On of the integrity of his profession, but he was
also determined to remain a bestseller writer. As the critic
who launched the Fraser’s campaign against him in the thirties
remarked:
Man cannot serve God and Mammon. It is denied 
him to be a labourer in the field of fashion and 
the field of intellect.2
The remark was to be applicable to the whole of Bulwer’s
novel-writing career. Most of Thackeray’s writings were
3
directed against ’’the devouring monster. Mammon,’ and of that 
monster Bulwer, though cloaked and masked, was often the
^ Works. XII.lxxv.977.
 ^ 4.30.
 ^ Works. XIV. The Newcomes. lviii.776.
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champion. Nothing shows more clearly than their respective 
semi-autobiographical novels just why Bulwer became an 
object of Thackeray’s constant attack.
oL3)
CHAPTER V 
"The Sentiment of Reality"
With Punch’s Prize Novelists Thackeray’s period of attack
on the other novels of the day came to an end; Vanity Pair
and its successors were to show the lessons he had learned
in those years, and the reasons why he had been so scathing
about other novelists, and especially about Bulwer. He felt
that the novelist must represent life accurately, and must
work for a moral end. In the former respect Thackeray found
even Dickens at fault:
I quarrel with his Art in^  many respects: wh. I
don’t think represents Nature duly; for instance 
Micawber appears to me an exaggeration of a man, 
as his name is of a name. It is delightful and 
makes me laugh: but it is no more a real man than
my friend Punch is: and in so far ! protest against
him -!
and he went on to state his belief in conveying "the sentiment
2of reality," and seeing the novel as " a drawing-room drama." 
The sentimental misrepresentations of life found in Bulwer 
and novelists practising in the popular genres of the time, 
Newgate, fashionable or historical, seemed to Thackeray 
downright immoral. They did not follow the novelist’s 
business, to teach morality. As he finished The Book of 
Snobs Thackeray said:
^ Letters. To David Masson. 6?5.51. 11.771.
^ See above
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a solemn prayer to God Almighty was in my thoughts 
that we may never forget truth i£d «Justice and 
kindness as the great ends of our profession.!
The Satirical-moralist had spent his earlier yeats attacking
the faults -ef current fiction aga&iet reality and morality;
now he was to endeavour to teach constructively.
In their escape from reality the popular novelists of 
the time had chosen to describe worlds quite remote from the 
majority of their readers. The fashionable novelists con­
fined themselves to high society, the Newgate novelists to 
the underworld. Bulwer was fascinated by these romantic 
extremes, and although he eventually abandoned them for the 
middle-class he did not do so until he had thoroughly 
ascertained that they, along with the ancient world, the 
middle ages, and the Rosicrucians, were out of favour. Bulwer 
believed in the clairvoyance of the imagination:
I am not sure, indeed, that I could not describe the 
things I imagine more exactly than the things ! 
habitually see. I am not sure that 1 could not 
give a more truthful picture of the Nile, which I 
have never beheld except in my dreams, than I 
could of the little lake at the bottom of my own
park.2
Bulwer*s novels covered a vast range of topics; the limits 
of Thackeray’s world are quite clearly defined.
He deals with the people between the two romantic
Letters. To Mark Lemon. 24.2.47. 11.282.
2
Blackwood’s. 3.62. Gaxtoniana. "On the normal clairvoyance 
of the imagination."
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extremes, the people who were representatives of the class
for whom he was mainly writing, who had to work to get on
in the world, and earned their laurels, not by romantic or
heroic deeds, but by bearing up in the ordinary toil of life:
Philip was poverty’s prisoner. He had to make 
such shifts, and ao such work, as he could find 
in his captivity ... the wounds are still there 
which were dealt to him in the cruel battle with
fortune. Men are ridden down in it. Men are
poltroons and run. Men maraud, break ranks, are 
guilty of meanness, cowardice, shabby plunder. Men 
are raised to rank and honour, or drop and perish 
unnoticed on the field. Happy he who comes from 
it with his honour pure I Philip did not win 
crosses and epaulets. He is like us, my dear sir, 
not a heroic genius at all. And it is to be 
hoped that all three have behaved with an average 
pluck, and have been gui!]±y of no meanness or 
treachery, or desertion.^
Very few of Bulwer’s characters have any kind of work to do,
of any necessity to earn their income,- not even Eugene Aram,
whcmhistory had unkindly thrust into the job of a schoolmaster
Maltravers and Godolphin put in the odd hour at the House,
but otherwise his heroes are footloose and fancy-free. There
is a banker in Maltravers, a substantial tradesman in
Lucretia, a very few odd clergymen and doctors, minor figures,
scattered throughout. Otherwise of the law, the army, the
church, of commerce and journalism, we hear next to nothing.
Thackeray, on the other hand, represents his characters 
as working for their living, and though we may not see much
 ^ Works. XVI. Philip, xxxiv.511
of them at work, they are clearly the products of their 
professions, and conditioned by its demands. Work is ah 
ordinary part of their lives, and it is this which gives 
Philip his claims to the particular kind of heroism which 
Thackeray permits his characters to have. Philip does not 
remain in his struggling, poverty-stricken state throughout 
his life; hetis released from it by a deus ex machina at 
the end, but Thackeray’s comparison of this episode with 
the transformation scene in a pantomime makes it clear that • 
this is not the common lot of Philips, and it is with Philip’s 
working days that v/e have been concerned. The same is true 
of Clive Newcome, and Pendennis, having won free of the 
world, wealth and Blanche Amory, is without the comfortable 
seat in Parliament he might have had, and must earn his 
living by his pen for the rest of his life.
It is the men with professions who people Thackeray's 
books. When we move with Becky from the City, and from the 
company of bankers and military men, we are moving into an 
alien world, and one in which we are never, allowed to feel 
completely at home. The house of Newcome makes its way 
fairly successfully upwards, but its members remain bankers; 
the Marquis of Parintosh '^ ill treat Lady Ann and Ethel as 
equals, but it is not on moral grounds that he will not dine 
with Barnes, or meet any of the rest of the family. We may 
not see as much of the bank as we do of Baden, or the world
of artists, but we are always conscious of it; it is the 
scenecof the first and last meetings between the Colonel 
and Barnes, and the Colonel is ruined by his financial 
dealings, as old Sedley was in Vanity Fair.
We do not see the military men, Dobbin and Rawdon 
Crav\^ ley, Major pendennis and Colonel Newcome, Sir Thomas de 
Boots and General Sir George Tufto in action, but they are 
men of their profession; they come and go as it dictates 
and they have a clear professional brotherhood with each 
other. They are a genre curiously and completely absent 
from Bulwer’s novels. Writers and artists he did occasionally 
draw but made no attempt to portray them at work, or show 
them as in any way affected by their work; Pendennis and 
Philip the journalists, and Clive the artist, we see at 
work and among their colleagues. Clive is not especially 
good at his profession, but he is fully of it, and J.J. 
points out that he is lost in the grandeurs of the life the 
Bundelcvnd Bank has built for him. "why did the colonel 
ever grow rich? Y/hy had not Clive to work for his bread as 
I have?"^ Whatever profession a man chooses,, his duty is 
to work honestly day by day in it. Clive, away from his 
profession, is lost. All Thackeray’s characters are of 
their professions, and their actions and social position
 ^ Works. XIV. The Newcomes. lxv.850.
are influenced by them; Sir Thomas de Boots and Lady Ann’s 
aristocratic connections will keep in with the House of 
Newcome; the Major is faintly baffled by Pen’s literary 
interests; the Colonel is even more so by Clive’s and 
patronizes J.J.
This is the world Thackeray has chosen to represent, 
the world of the working upper-middle, and occasionally, 
middle class. Although it extends in both directions,
Thackeray observes a change in attitude when he moves in 
either. Bulwer covered both ends of the scale, the aristo­
cracy and the underworld with equal know-how; he was determined
to be all things to all men, and write of one v/orld with as 
much apparent inside knowledge as another. Thackeray makes 
Yellowplush’s friend Bullwig say:
’All languages are familiar to me, all thoughts 
are known to me, all men understood by me. I have 
gathered wisdom from the honeyed lips of Plato, 
as we wandered in the gardens of Academes - wisdom, 
too, from the mouth of Job Johnson, as we smoked
our ’backy in Seven Dials. Such must be the
studies, and such is the mission, in this world, 
of the Poet-Philosopher.’1
Thackeray disagreed; a writer’s business was to convey"the
sentiment of reality, and he could only do that by describing
the world he knew. By limiting himself to the world of which
he had first-hand experience Thackeray was increasing his
 ^ Works. 1.311. "Mr. Yellowplush’s Ajew."
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chanpes of presenting a truly realistic picture, and he was 
also adding point to the descriptions of the different social 
state of the day. These were something in which the author 
was personally involved, and his involvement adds force to
I
the picture.
Above there is the fashionable world, of the aristocracy,
leisured and remote. The remoteness is presented most
acurately in Vanity Fair; when Becky moves into illustrious
circles we, and the author, are never really at home there.
The stories about Gaunt House come through Tom Eaves, and
Thackeray places himself on the outside, gazing in at the
brilliant scene and moralizing on it, but not as a native:
To us, from outside gazing over the policemen’s 
shoulders at the bewildering beauties as they 
pass into Court or ball, they may seem beings of 
unearthly splendour, and in the enjoyment of an 
exquisite happiness by us unattainable. It is 
to console some of these dissatisfied beings, that 
we are narrating our dear Becky’s struggles, and 
triumphs,and disappointments, of all of which, 
indeed, as is the case with all persons of merit, 
she had her share.!
The fashionable novelists wanted to remove the policeman’s
shoulder for their readers and they themselves always
behaved as if they were well inside the halls of Society.
Bulwer sought to satirize society from within; it is from
outside that Thackeray mocks:
 ^ Works. XI.li.643.
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those august portals ... guarded by grooms of the 
chamber with flaming silver forks v/ith which they 
prong^all those v/ho have not the right of the - 
entre^. They say the honest newspaper-fellow who 
sits in the hall and takes down the names of the 
great ones who are admitted to the feasts, dies 
after a little time. He can’t survive the glare 
of fashion long.l
With Becky we may enter those portals, and see high society
at dinner or charades, but after her brief spell there, the
reader is dropped from fashionable society as quickly as the
Bareacres dropped George Osborne. Lord Steyne’s death is
to us a paragraph in a newspaper.
So is that of Lady Kew, although here we move closer 
into high society, which Pendennis, except in the Major, 
does not really treat. Ethel, at any rate, although not 
the rest of her family, whom Lady Kew, Kew and Parintosh 
regard as social inferiors, nearly moves into the charmed 
v/orld for good. If she had done so she would have been 
lost to the reader, who is placed in the position of Clive, 
who says:
I do not know what the world is, except from afar 
off. I am like the Peri who looks into Paradise 
and sees angels v/ithin it. I live in Charlotte 
Street, Fitzroy Square: which is not within the
gates of Paradise. Ittake the gate to be some­
where in Davies Street, leading out of Oxford 
Street into Grosvenor Square.2
There are limits in the other direction as well, limits
Works. XI.li.633.
Y/orks. XIV. The Newcomes. xlvii.618.
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which Henry Pelham broke through quite effortlessly when he 
strolled down from the top of the social tree for a night 
of criminal activity in London’s underworld. Thackeray 
attacked Bulwer for portraying a world he could not know 
first-hand, and although we see the shabby-genteel of the 
boarding-houses, and the shady half-world of the gambling 
dens, we do not move further down the scale to the working- 
classes and the underworld. There are no working-classes 
in Bulwer, of course, but there is. a formidable assortment 
of burglars, coiners, convicts, bodysnatchers and police 
informers.
Thackeray’s heroes do move downwards as well as upwards
but the sense of limit, of where the worlds which can only
be seen from outside begin, remains. -Blackwood’s , when
discussing Dickens’ middle-class standards of virtue, remarked
Into the dens of vice, and unknov/n mysteries, whither 
the lordly Pelham may penetrate without harm, and 
which Messrs. Pendennis and Warrington frequent, 
that they may see ’’life’’ David Copperfield could 
not enter without pollution.!
2
However, the ’’nights of carouse" of Pen and Warrington among 
coal-heavers and boxers are not in the same category as 
Pelham’s plunge into the real underworld of the professional 
criminal with his thieves’ cant and his mysterious code.
4.55. "Charles Dickens."
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Pendennis:
would have liked to hob and nob with celebrated 
pickpockets, or drink a pot of ale with a company 
of burglars and cracksmen, had chance afforded him 
an opportunity of making the acquaintance of this 
class of society,!
Such chances, however, did not commonly come the way of 
Pendennises. Thackeray will not write except from first­
hand experience; mocking the Newgate novelists in his preface 
he says that he thought first of making a criminal the hero :
The ’exciting* plan Was laid aside (with a very 
honourable forbearance on the part of the publishers) 
because, on attempting it, I found that I failed 
from want of experience of my subject ; and never 
having been intimate with any convict in my life, 
and the manners of ruffians and jail-birds being 
quite unfamiliar to me, the idea of entering into 
competition with M. Eugene Sue was abandoned.2
In his expeditions among coal-heavers, Pendennis remains a
a visitor from another world, a gentleman slumming, whereas
Pelham, to save a friend from the gallows, successfully
impersonates a criminal and masters the appropriate cant. In
Paul Clifford and Piucretia, it is even truer that Bulwer
intends the reader to think he is perfectly at home in the
world of the professional criminal.
The limit downwards is marked most effectively in the 
presence of the servants under the same roof as the principal 
characters. In his earlier writings Thackeray dealt with
 ^ Works. XII.XXX.376.
 ^ Works. Xll.xxxvi.
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this class as principal characters themselves, but in the 
novels they usually remain an ever-present, alien, unknown 
world:
the awful kitchen inquisition which sits in judge­
ment in every house, and knows everything - sat 
on Rebecca at that moment.!
Those two leaders of society, Pelham, and Lord Lilburne,
the villain of Night and Morning, have valets in whom they
confide endlessly, but otherwise Bulwer prefers to ignore
the class. In Thackeray they are present, marking the limits
of the known world downwards :
You know no more of that race which inhabits the 
basement floor, than of the men and brethren of 
Timbuctoo, to whom some among us send missionaries.2
Only at moments of crisis do they come to the surface and
their masters recognize their presence, Morgan in his outburst
to Major Pendennis, Hester, "the girl upon her promotion,
bullying old Sir Pitt whenever Lady Jane is out of the way,
and the bevy of servants whom Becky finds eating cream and
maraschino on the chintz sofa after the great catastrophe.
The limits which Thackeray set to his subject matter
applied in time as well, and to his historical novels. The
limits/'govern h»e^ ; all his successful historical works,
therefore, are either set in the eighteenth century or in a
 ^ Works. XI. Vanity Pair, xliv.561.
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world created by the romancers. The Knights of Bprsellen, 
which belonged to neither, was fortunately never finished.
Here too Thackeray is trying to apply his limits, to present 
it from a nineteenth-century viewpoint, criticize the brutal 
warfare and commiserate with the neglected mother in her 
castle, but since he had no first-hand knowledge of the 
middle ages, the fragment merely shows how right he was, 
whether by choice or as dictated by his own abilities, to
set the limits he did.
One time, to Bulwer, was the same as another, and he
was equally at home in imperial Pompeii, or pre-Conquest
England. Thackeray, on the other hand, only wrote about
time he remembered, or v/hich was still within, or almost within
living memcT'ry. These links with the past, the personal
knowledge of/and nostalgia foi^  provided the conviction and
emotional force for Henry Esmond and The Virginians. Bulwer
was prepared to treat all strata of society at all times on
equal terms and with precisely the same attitude; Thackeray’s
sense of the different cr&s of recent time was as acute as his
perception of the different levels of social life. He speaks
of his feeling for this recent past in "George the First :"
Very few years since, I knew familiarly a lady, who 
had been asked in marriage by Horace Vfalpole, who 
had been patted on the head by George I. This 
lady had knocked at Johnson’s door; had been 
intimate with Fox, the beautiful Georgina of 
Devonshire, and that brilliant Wbig society of the
o2m.3
reign of George III; had known the Duchess of 
Queensherry, the patroness of Gay and Prior, the 
admired young beauty of the Court of Queen Anne.
I often thought as I took my kind old friend’s 
hand, how with it I held on to the old society 
of wits and men of the world. I could travel 
back for sevenscore years -!
Y/ith such links Thackeray could make the journey back to
Queen Anne, back, in the beginning of Henry Esmond, to the
second James, and convey the experience as from the inside.
This treatment of time is clear in those books dealing with
events set within his own lifetime, in the Newcome time when
"the roses bloom again, and the nightingales sing by the
2
calm Bendemeer," or, further back, in the Vanity Pair days 
of Waterloo; each era is endowed with the remoteness of the 
past, and yet is seen from the inside as time lived. Bulwer 
makes no differentiation between one time and another, in 
his anxiety to let his clairvoyant imagination deal on equal 
terms with every period, but Thackeray, by staying within 
the confines of his own lived or part-remembered experience, 
can diversify within and link time with time. History runs 
through his pages, as continuous and changing as the highways 
which, when Harry Warrington rode down from Bristol to 
Castlewood, were "alive with constant travel and traffic," but 
v/hich, by the time Thackeray was writing, had become "a grass- 
grown desert, while on those same highways the stagecoaches
^ Works. XIII.699* The English Humouriai*. lAt. fJor C-ter,es 
2 Works. XIV.i.7.
 ^ Works.XV. The Virginians.
had become "as much legend and history as Nineveh, or Coeur
de Lion, or Jack Sheppard,"^ which Thackeray, and Lord Kew,
had known in their youth:
Where are you, charioteers? VYhere are you, 0 
rattling ’Quicksilver,’ 0 swift ’Defiance*? You 
are passed by racers stronger and swifter than 
you. Your lamps are out, and the music of your 
horns has died away.2
It is the personal feeling and first-hand knowledge of 
or memory of the- subject which always gives it its power in 
Thackeray’s v/ritings; when he was writing about something 
which called forth neither, such as the American War of 
Independence, his pages become lifeless. Usually he stayed 
within the intensely realized world of his appointed limits 
and here, relying, not on a clairvoyant imagination, but on 
an imagination working on the world he saw, he could endlessly 
vary variate this particular v/orld’s phenomena.
The limits involved the actions through which the 
characters went. When Rawdon and Dobbin and George are on
the field of Y/aterloo, "our place is with the non-combatants."'^
Y/e see the military man in many different forms, and at home,
throughout Thackeray’s novels, but not in the field. Henry
Esmond, being historical, we are allowed to see on campaign, 
although here the interest centres on the commander-in-chief
 ^ Works. XI. Vanity Fair, vii.87.
 ^ Works. XIV. The Newcomes. x.138. 
 ^ Works. XI. Vanity Fair, xxx.361.
and his animosity to General Wehh, not on the actual battles. 
There are, however, no set-piece battle-scenes as there are 
in Bulwer, who, although military men are conspicuously 
absent from ,his contemporary novels, gives them more than 
their due once they are dressed in armour. We see only 
slightly more of Colonel Esmond’s active life, than we do 
of Colonel Bobbin’s or Colonel Newcome’s.
V/ar to Bulwer, if set in the past, was a grand and heroic 
theme; for the rest he ignored it. Kings and generals and 
politicians, geniuses and spiritualists and murderers, were 
grand and heroic themes. Thackeray, who was opposed to the 
heroic figures of the novelist’s imagination, set himself 
consistently with the non-combatants. The heroic figures of 
history, of war and crime and the fate of nations did not 
appeal to him; he saw no difference between "Coeur de Lion, 
of Jack S h e p p a r d . T h e  phoney grandeur of George IV, the 
great acting abilities of the vindictive Marlborough, are 
the targets of his attack. He dealt with the ungrand, the 
unheroic theme; even Henry Esmond, for all its dignity, deals 
primarily with a domestic, not a heroic, theme. The con­
ventional heroes of history, the grandeur even of Lear,
2
depressed him, and when these heroes assumed the third-rate
^ Works, XI. Vanity Fair, vii.87.
^ . Letters. To Mrs. Carmichael-Smyth. 29-5.47. 11.292.
form of the Bulwerian hero, Ernest Maltravers or Eugene 
Aram, heroism appeared conspicuously at its worst.
Bulwer forced even a contemporary, Laman Blanchard, 
into an heroic-conventional role ; in his autobiography he 
performed the same service for himself, and for all his 
friends and relations. Thackeray disliked the pattern heroes 
of the day, or indeed, the whole idea of a pattern hero, 
and presented his "novel without a hero," where the unromantic 
Bobbin, not the Byronic George, is the most heroic character. 
The validity of the conventional fictional standard of 
heroism is questioned in the two main female characters,
Becky, bearing up cheerfully under Rawdon's departure for 
Y/aterloo and calculating the possible outcome, has all the 
heroism of a resourceful novel heroine; "if this is a novel 
without a hero, at least let us lay claim to a heroine."^ 
Amelia reaches her height of heroism nursing her sick father, 
in a solitary imprisonment unenlivened by humourous gaolers 
or pet mice, but "never mind, whether she be a heroine or 
no."^
The same unheroic approach is taken to all his heroes.
3
Pendennis is not a hero, but "a man and a brother," Clive 
is no heroic genius,^  Ethel is dragged uhromantically at her
^ Works. XI. Vanity Fair, xxx.369.
 ^ Works. XI.lvii.726.
^ Works. XII. Pendennis. Ixxv.977. 
^ see above AV3
grandmother's mercenary heels,^ and Philip is anti-hero to
a fault. Esmond is more heroic and Thackeray complained;
"I wish the new novel wasn't so grand and melancholy - the
2
hero is as stately as Sir Charles Grandison," but he is 
sufficiently unsuccessful in life to escape any charge of 
conventional heroism, and he is a sharp critic of it in 
others•
Thackeray's heroes were not to be of the grand school 
or to have the conventional heroism, but while doing away 
with the idea of a hero, another standard of virtue was to 
be set up. Pendennis, struggling vaguely through life, 
usually ruled by circumstance, is not a hero; heroes do 
not exist in his world, but a standard of attainable virtue 
is held up for him, as it is for Philip. He can do his work 
honestly from day to day, and if he is defeated in the struggle 
of life he can "give up his broken sword to Pate the Conqueror 
with a manly and humble heart I T h e  goal is not fame or 
an important position in the world; Laura advises Pen not to 
enter Parliament but to write "good books, kind books, v/ith 
gentle kind thoughts ... such as might do people good to 
read,and to leave the world and bring up his family in
^ see above .
^ Letters. To Mrs. Carmichael-Smyth. 17-18711.51. 11.815. 
^ works. XII. Pendennis. lix.767.
^ Works. XII.lxvi.864.
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Pairoaks* Just so Ethel attains her standard of heroism 
when she gives up the prospect of being a brilliant and - 
beautiful marchioness, to keep house for Barnes and his 
children, and do good among the people of Newcome. The 
heroism is to be of an everyday and attainable kind, not' 
the romantic attribute of people moving in high spheres and 
amidst remarkable events.
Thackeray's refusal to yield to the liking for fictional 
heroism, his provision, in the place of the hero, of drifting 
human beings who could not be forced into "the heroic- 
conventional mould" by his readers, discomforted many people. 
Blackwood's, surveying Thackeray's novels in 1855, did so 
largely in terms of the attractiveness or otherwise of the 
characters, and enquired, of Vanity Hair, "Does everybody 
like that clever, unbelieving, disagreeable book?" Pendennis 
was a trifle better, although Pen himself "is but a very poor 
fellow after all - not only falling far short of an ideal 
hero, but not much to brag of for a very ordinary man."
George Warrington, whom the reviewer thought Thackeray ought 
to rescue from his fate in a sequel, was, however, nearer 
an heroic attractiveness, and there is, indeed, something 
faintly stagey at times about the blighted Bluebeard. Por- 
tunately with The Newcomes came the Colonel who v/as "enough 
to cover a multitude of Mr. Thackeray's sins. This v/as
 ^ 1.55. "Mr Thackeray and his novels."
the general reaction to the Colonel; Fraser's lamented that
"there was no Charlotte Bronte at Haworth when the Colonel
said 'Adsum'."^ Thackeray was not having to step outside
his dislike of heroism or altering his code;, the Colonel
is sufficiently simple and antique to appear heroic whatever
the code, simple enough to appeal even to those who took
their heroic code from more sentimental novels. He comes
from an older world, he does not belong to that of Pendennis
or Clive, he is baffled even by Clive, let alone by Barnes,
and so time and distance can confer on him some grandeur as
they did on Henry Esmond. He is, in part, "an old twaddler"
2
as Thackeray assumed Mrs Procter thought he was, but he can
be given a heroic stature which could not be applicable to
someone living fully in the contemporary world. He is
Belisarius, and the description of his last days is given a
heroic ring as if he were indeed some figure of antique
history or heroic romance:
And this ;at the.end of three score and seven or 
eight years, was to be thecclose of a life which 
had Been spent in freedom and splendour, and 
kindness and honour; this the reward of a noble 
heart - the tomb and prison of a gallant warrior 
who had ridden in twenty battles - whose course 
through life had been a bounty wherever it had 
passed - whose name had been followed by blessings, 
and whose career was to end here - here - in a 
mean room, in a mean alley of a foreign town - a
 ^ 5.57. "Charlotte Bronte."
 ^ Letters. To Mrs. Procter. ?l.-4.2.54. III.341.
lov7 furious woman standing over him and stabbing 
the kind defenceless breast with killing insult 
and daily outrage I
This was the only time Thackeray applied to a character
the heroic treatment which Bulwer meted out to all his
characters, Warwick the Kingmaker or Ernest Maltravers alike,
and the heroic view is ironically contrasted by the sordidness
of the Colonel\s real situation, and is peculiarly applicable
to his character and position in the story. Bulwer*s
unvaryingly heroic or sentimental characters seemed more
satisfactorily rounded, more broadly human to the same
2
Blackwood*s reviewer, who, a month before, had discussed 
Thackeray, but the Colonel was the one character who, by - 
his peculiar position in the story^  could appropriately be 
given a satisfactorily heroic treatment.
If the heroes are not sentimentalized, neither are the 
villains. Lord Steyne is not the elegant sneerer, the 
Machiavellian plotter, which all Bulwer*s evil aristocrats 
are. Just as his sister is presented as a wicked fairy, so 
there is a distinct smell of sulphur about him, but it lies 
in the author * s commentary, not in Steyne*s actions. Prom 
his first appearance, before the fire in Becky* s drawing-room, 
with the candles gleaming on his bald head, bloodshot eyes 
and glistening teeth, to his last, swaying with "livid face
 ^ Works. XIV.lxxiii.929.
 ^ 2.55. "Bulwer. *
^ s \
and ghastly eyes"^ beside Madame de Belladonna in his barouche 
on the Pincian hill, Steyne is presented as diabolical, but 
this is the viewpoint of the author, not of Steyne*s con­
temporaries, nor of Steyne* s ovm thoughts. He is wicked 
within the limits of his position as a powerful and debauched 
aristocrat, and the dark rooms of Gaunt House contain nothing 
in the way of Machiavellian plots. Steyne acts as his rank 
in the world, near the summit of Vanity Fair, permits him 
to act, not with calculated fiendishness, but Thackeray 
can present him as a fiend from his own moral viewpoint.
Barnes Newcome, the Bluebeard with the skeleton closet
2
of The Newcomes, is a true son of Ahrimanes, but he is not
even presented v/ith diabolical trappings. He is a product
of the world completely, and in the Pall Mall scene just
after his first appearance he is presented within his world,
following, with horrible regularity, a customary action, a
deadly comment on the world of Mammon of which he is the
complete product and the master:
Tov/ards the City, whither he wended his v/ay whatever
had been the ball or the dissipation of the night
before, young Barnes Newcome might be seen walking 
every morning, resolutely and swiftly with his neat 
umbrella. As he passed Charing Cross on his way 
westwards, his little boots trailed slowly over 
the pavement, his head hung languid (bending lower 
still, and smiling with faded sweetness as he doffed
 ^ Works. XI. Vanity Fair, lxiv.828. 
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his hat and saluted a passing carriage), his 
umbrella trailed after him. Hot a dandy on all 
the Pall Mall pavement seemed to have less to do 
than he..
Heavyside, a large young officer of the 
household troops - old Sir Thomas de Boots - and 
Horace Fogey, whom every one knows - are in the 
windows of Bays’s, yawning as widely as that window 
itself. Horses under the charge of men in red 
jackets are pacing up and down St. James’s Street. 
Cabmen on the stand are regalèrsj with beer. Gentle­
men with grooms behind them pass towards the park. 
Great dowager barouches roll along enblazoned with 
coronets, and driven by coachmen in silvery wigs. 
Y/istful provincials gaze in at the clubs. Foreign­
ers chatter and show their teeth, and look at the 
ladies in the carriages, and smoke and spit re­
freshingly round about. Policeman X slouches along 
the pavement. It is 5 o’clock, the noon in Pall 
Mall.
’Here’s little Hewcome coming’, says Mr.
Horace Fogey. ’He and the muffin-man generally 
make their appearance in public together.’1
Mamnion stalks the pavements of the Vanity Fair he has So
successfully gate-crashed; in the combination of the two
exists the World against which all Thackeray’s writing is
directed, while at the same time the unwoifdly Colonel stands
in what will one day be his final retreat, contemplating the
struggle of life in a purer form:
A great noise of shouting, crying, clapping forms 
and cupboards, treble voices, bass voices, poured 
out of the schoolboys’ windows: their life, bustle,
and gaiety^ contrasted strangely with the quiet 
of those old men, creeping along in their black 
gowns under the ancient arches yonder, whose struggle 
of life was over, whose hope and noise and bustle 
had sunk into that grey calm. There was Thomas 
Hewcome arrived at the middle of life, standing
Works. XIV.Vi.81.
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f^Ke between the shouting boys and/tottering seniors,
and in a situation to moralize upon both.l
Barnes's combination of languid dandy and parvenu businessman
is not that of the sentimental fictional villain, but he is
more truly diabolical from the author's standpoint, than any
of Bulwer*s fiendish plotters.
Barnes has a skeleton closet behind his urbane, public
man facade, the kind of skeleton closet which Thackeray has
2
already mentioned as a natural part of Castle Bluebeard.
The comparison with Bluebeard emphasizes Barnes's nastiness; 
his human villainy is worse than the more luridwillain of the 
fairy-tale. Just so the comparison with Belisarius emphasizes 
the Colonel's real nobility, exercised in sordid, day by day 
life, and not in the cloud-cuckoo-land of romance, or of 
history as the romancers conceive it. Lady Kew, visiting 
her convalescent and rebellious grandson, is a "wicked Fairy, 
and when Barnes finds her "cowering over the furtive teapot,"^ 
Doyle's illustration represents them as Macbeth with weird 
sister. The ordinary struggles of the world can be more 
lurid than those of fiction; a boarding-house keeper may 
need as much resolution as a grander.figure :
Lady Macbeth is supposed to have been a resolute
 ^ Works. XIV.vii.86-7.
 ^ Works. XIV.xi.150-1.
 ^ Works. XIV.xxxviii.502.
 ^ Works. Xlv.lii.681.
woman: and great, tall, loud, hectoring females
are set to represent the character. I say No.
She was a weak woman. She began to walk in her 
sleep, and blab after one disagreeable little 
incident had occurred in her house. She broke 
down, and got all the people away from her own 
table in the most abrupt and clumsy manner, because 
that drivelling, epileptic husband of hers fancied 
he daw a ghost. In Lady Smolensk's place Madame 
de Macbeth would have broken down in a week; and 
Smolensk lasted for years. If twenty gibbering 
ghosts had come to the boarding-house dinner, 
madame would have gone on carving her dishes, and 
smiling and helping the live guests,' the paying 
guests; leaving the dead guests to gibber away 
and help themselves.1
When forcing a character into a "heroic-conventional
mould" Bulwer naturally forced their lives into a sentimentally
conventional pattern, although in Maltravers he at first
made an effort to provide an ending which was truer to life
2
than to fiction. His characters followed a few chosen 
patterns of behaviour, which complied with the rules of 
sentimental fiction. The historical virtuous were chiefly 
motivated by patriotism, and the historical vicious by 
revenge.  ^The suitable ending was happy, or, occasionally, 
a sentimental or noble death-bed. The wicked received their 
deserts and died, usually murdered but sometimes by Act of 
God. The virtuous prospered exceedingly, even if they had 
to emigrate, or wait until the sequel, for their rise to 
affluence. Before these satisfactory solutions, the plot
 ^ Works.W I . Philip, xix.278.
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had followed a fairly sensational course in which one start­
ling incident gave rise to another, but the whole was neatly 
tied up at the end.
Thackeray's novels rebelled against this neatness. 
Pendennis, in particular, adhered more to the formlessness 
of life, and although the story stops when Pen has for once 
taken a decisive step over the money and Blanche Amory, there 
is no finality about the conclusion. The people in Pendenni^s 
life have not all been tied up in an intricate plot with him, 
they pass through the story as acquaintances, and though they 
will very likely turn up again, this may well not be signifi­
cant in terms of plot. The hero's character does.not 
progress neatly from one point to another; "We alter very 
little."^ The Virginians rambles through life with so 
little attempt to force it into the strait jacket of a novel 
ct>fl3ooosl^ that it can change heroes halfway, and the awarcdly arbitrary 
conclusion of Philip is the only thing in that book which 
resembles the progress of a conventional novel.
The other three have more form, but it springs, not from 
the fact that the characters' lives are in themselves neatly 
rounded, but from the order which the author's moral view­
point imposes on them. The firm structure of Henry Esmond 
does not lie in the hero's life; that has significant moments
 ^ Works. XII. Pendennis. lix.766.
but they do not lead inexorably to the next significant 
moment. Esmond is more a man of decision than Pendennis, 
but his life, like Pen’s, follows no pattern, is largely 
ruled by circumstance and drifts on to a conclusion which 
exists only in the novel, and not in his life.
The conclusions themselves are not decisive of the
sentimentally neat ones of most current fiction. The happy
ending v/ith the virtuous married and prosperous, and the
wicked foiled and probably dead is not like life, and that
he does not follow. If "in fable-land somewhere, Ethel and
Clive are living most comfortably together"^ it is only in
fable-land that such endings come. Equally sentimental,
and more disliked by Thackeray, was the tear-drenched ending
where everyone died. Reviewing L.E.L.’s Ethel Churchill
in Fraser’s in 1838, in the same article which attacked
2Ernest Maitravers, Thackeray stated his dislike for the
current trend, especially among female novelists, for star-
crossed lovers and consumptive death-beds. It was as easy
a way of getting the characters out of the trouble of leading
an ordinary life as a happy ending, and it lacked for
Thackeray the charm of the latter method;
in respect to the reading of novels of the present 
day, I would be glad to suggest to the lovers of
 ^ Works. XIV. The Newcomes. lxxx.1008.
 ^ 1.38. "Our batch of novels for Christmas 1837."
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these instructive works the simple plan of always 
looking at the end of a romance, to see what 
becomes of the personages, before they venture upon 
the whole work, and become interested in the charac­
ters described in it. V/hy interest oneself in a 
personage who, you know, must, at the end of the 
third volume, die a miserable death. vThat is the 
use of making oneself unhappy needlessly, watching 
the consumptive symptoms of Leonora as they manifest 
themselves, or tracing Antonio to his inevitable 
assassination? ... Therefore, I say, it is much 
better to look at the end of a novel; and when I 
read, ’There is a fresh green mound in Brentford 
churchyard, and a humble stone, on which is in­
scribed the name of ’Anna Maria’;* or ’Le jour 
apr^s on voyait sur les dalles humides de la 
terrible Morgue le corps virginal et ruisselant 
de Bathilde*; or a sentence to that effect, I shut 
the book at once, declining to agitate my feelings 
needlessly.1
The happy ending in a novel could have charm for Thackeray, 
the determinedly lugubrious one cut him off from interest in 
the characters involved, who would never be part of humanity 
for long enough to warrant'such a kindred interest. Bulwer 
was attached to the sentimentally lugubrious ending, even 
forcing it, to Thackeray’s disgust, on Laman Blanchard.
Thackeray’s endings avoid this sentimental neatness.
In Vanity Fair everything is balanced, and the good are not 
much better off than the wicked. Rawdon dies briefly off­
stage and Rebecca, Lady Crawley, continues to be much admired 
and respected in Bath and Cheltenham, having received payment 
from Jos’s reluctant insurance company. Amelia can see that
X
Works . VI.320-1. ’Jerome Paturot. ’ First appeared in 
Fraser’s. 9.43.
Dobbin’s love for her has died. Steyne’s death had nothing 
to’do with any action by any other character. Just so,, 
in Pendennis, Blanche becomes an established figure in Paris, 
Morgan is much respected in St. James, and we are reminded 
that :
If the best men do not draw the great prizes in 
life, we know it has been so settled by the 
Ordainer of the lottery. We own^and see daily, 
how the false and worthless live and prosper, while 
the good are called away, and the dear and young 
perish untimely,
Henry Esmond has only an Indian summer; Harry Warrington is
miserably henpecked when he marries Fanny instead of Hester.
To The Newcomes and Philip Thackeray gives the happy
ending conventional to the novel, but makes it quite clear
that it is only by convention that it exists. He forsakes
the balanced, indecisive, lifelike ending for a deliberately
artificial happy ending. The characters here exist partly
as creatures of romance, partly as copies of life. In Philip
he asks the reader:
In the days of the old three-volume novels, didn’t 
you alw^ ays look at the end, to see that Louisa 
and the earl (or young clergyman, as the case 
might be) were happy? If they died, or met with 
other grief, for my part I put the book away.^
Philip and Charlotte are to have the fortune of Louisa and
 ^ Works. XII.lxxv.977.
 ^ Works. XVI.xxiil.332.
the earl,.hut the stroke of fate which brings them this 
happy ending is presented as a charming convention, bringing 
light into that "dark, brief, seemingly meaningless pen­
ultimate scene, in which the performers appear to grope
about perplexed, the romantic interlude to console "ere
2
the Great Dark Curtain descends." Earlier novels had ended 
still in that penultimate scene, but to Philip the light and 
order of fiction is brought to provide an ending for the 
characters. We know it is not the real ending, but in the 
world of romance it exists.
Similarly in The Nev/comes we are allowed to think that
Clive and Ethel married and lived happily ever after, but
this permission is given in a postscript clearly separated
from the real story which ends with the Colonel’s death.
The observation of life is in abeyance and we see Clive and
Ethel as fictional characters:
You may settle your fable-land in your own fashion. 
Anything you like happens in fable-land ... And 
the poet of fable-land rewards and punishes 
absolutely. He splendidly deals out bags of 
sovereigns;which won’t buy anything; belabours 
wicked backs with av/ful blows, which do not hurt : 
endows heroines with preternatural beauty, and 
creates heroes, who, if ugly sometimes, yet possess 
a thousand good qualities, and usually end by 
being immensely rich; makes the hero and heroine 
happy at last, and happy ever after. Ah, happy.
 ^ Works. XVI.xlii.624. 
^ ibid.
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harmless fable-land, where these things are I
Friendly reader! may you and the author meet there
on some future dayll
Thackeray discloses the story as a thing of fiction, but 
this postscript is clearly separated from the rest of the 
book where actions and characters have not the usual con­
ventional neatness of fiction. Such neatness as there is,
he mentions here :
(for instance, that death of Lady Kew was most 
artful, for if she had not died, don’t you see 
that Ethel would have married Lord Farintosh the 
next week?)2
but Lady Kew’s death has none of the conventional fictional 
neatness about it. It appears rather as a chance event, 
and although it forwards the plot. Lady Kew is not finished 
off as satisfactorily as Bulwer would have wished. In Alice 
his representative of the World, Lumley Ferrers, is murdered, 
having^the day before, seen all his carefully constructed 
schemes crashing round him. In Night and Morning the 
aristocrat. Lord Lilburne, is allowed to survive, for as 
Bulwer points out, at length, people often do not meet their 
just deserts in this life. Lilburne, however, has the 
’’Bead Sea fruits’  ^of old age av/aiting him; he will see the 
vanity of his life. The vanity of Lady Kew’s life lies in
 ^ Works. XIV.Ixxx.1009» 
 ^ ibid.
 ^ V. Chapter the last. 500.
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the eyes of the author, snd when she dies, it is still in 
the thought that Ethel will he Marchioness of Farintosh..
A neater, more sentimental writer would have placed her death 
after the elojj(ment of Clara with Highgate, and Ethel’s sub­
sequent jilting of Farintosh, and she could have then died 
of despair amid her Dead Sea fruits, assured of the fact that 
all her worldly schemes were useless. Bulwer always believed 
in letting his characters digest the moral effect of their 
actions ; in Thackeray they die as they might have in life, 
unknowing and haphazardly.
Bulwer’s novels were a series of big scenes and startling
events; Thackeray, to keep the impression of life, kept
av/ay from these except at a few very central moments. In
Vanity Fair he says:
I warn my ’kyind friends then, that I am going 
to tell a story of harrowing villainy and complicated 
- but, as I trust, intensely interesting - crime.
My rascals are no milk-and-water rascals, 1 promise 
you. When we come to the proper places we won’t 
spare fine language - No, no 1 But when we are 
going over the quiet country we must perforce be 
calm. A tempest in a slop-basin is absurd. We 
will reserve that sort of thing for the mighty 
ocean and the lonely midnight.I
As Thackeray suggests, in From Cornhill to Cairo, when he
imagines how harrowing a Bulwerian description of the fleas
at Rhodes would have been, Bulwer treats most scenes and
 ^ Works. XI.viii.95-6.
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subjects in the grand manner. His characters incessantly 
confronted each other with bursts of passion and flights of 
eloquence; the smallest events called these forth.
If Thackeray avoided the grand subject, as when he 
stayed in the sidelines of Waterloo, he also avoided the 
big scene, the confrontation of characters ready to tell all. 
Of the scene in Ernest Maltravers where the hero breaks with 
his fiancee, he remarked "We can fancy two people acting 
this scene at the theatre but not at h o m e . T h e  grand 
confrontation, the burst of eloquence, belonged to the stage; 
in a novel Thackeray did not see it as natural and lifelike. 
We learn things only evasively, from things the characters 
only half understand or express, and from what the author 
tells us, not from a stagey scene where everyone locks in 
combat, and the cards are on the table for all to see.
Thackeray did not favour "the mighty ocean and the 
lonely midnight." He usually gained his effects by quiet, 
and by letting the subject make its ovm point, without the 
aid of stagey romantic settings or flights of passion. When 
Maltravers wants to tell people about his love for Valerie 
de Ventadour he stands on the shores of the moonlit bay of 
Naples and harangues. Pendennis’s romance with the Pother-
^ Times. 3<?.9.37.
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ingay is, in one sense, in the eyes of the world and even of
the hero later, "a tempest in a slop-basin," and the chapter
in which the episode ends, is called "More storms in the
puddle."^  Pen himself is in the mood at the time for "the
mighty ocean and the lonely midnight," but it is in the
moonlight on Chatteris bridge above the river Brawl, in his
2
talk with the "crabbed homely little old man," Bays, that
the Potheringay episode is summed up in its poignancy, and
its lack of romance in the grand sense, with quiet finality:
’Its a habit;like taking snuff, or drinking drams,* 
said the other. ’I’ve been taking her these five 
years, and can’t do without her. It was l made 
her. If she doesn’t send for me, I shall follow 
her: but I know she’ll send for me. She wants 
me. Some day she’ll marry, and fling me over,
as Î do the, end of this cigar.’
The little flaming spark dropped into the water 
below, and disappeared; and.Pen, as he rode home 
that night, actually thought about somebody but
himself.5
Pen and Bays are momentarily united inaa recognition of a c 
common emotion, but there is no grand confrontation here, 
as before, bearing in mind the lady’s character, it would 
have been impossible to have one with the Potheringay. It 
is Thackeray’s own version of Bulwer’s innumerable grand 
moments of truth, w^ ith the characters sufficiently drawm
 ^ Works. XII. Pendennis. Heading for chapter xvi. 
 ^ Works. XII.xiv.l64.
 ^ ibid.
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together hy the previous action, to talk more generally than 
usual about their life and love and humanity, but there is 
nothing of the stage present.
Y/hen there is, the scene is ironically presented; some­
body involved is insincere. The Mary Stuart of Baden 
arranges a fine scene with a devoted admirer challenging a 
faithless lover, but Kew will not play it in the grand manner, 
and enters the duel with reluctance and contrition. We do 
not see the duel which the theatrical Duchess has staged, 
any more than we are present at George Osborne’s death, or 
at the fatal duel between Lord Mohun and the Duke of Hamilton. 
It is the consequences that make the duel, the outcome of 
which we are told in one sentence, important, not the opportuni­
ties for a big set-scene.
The big scene is not common in life. pendennis sets 
out, with a quite genuine and admirable effort at self- 
sacrifice, to offer for Blanche and marry her despite the 
fact that he knows about her father, and cannot take her 
money. On the trainband in the fly^he prepares for the 
grand renunciation, the big gesture, but the whole thing 
dissolves into an anti-climax when he finds Blanche in the 
drawing-room with the new master of Poker’s Breweries. Blanche 
tries to keep up the spirit of the thing, and plays the scene 
in the best traditions of the sentimental novel or drama, with 
the dulcet eloquence of the forgiving heroine :
’In spite of what has passed, for the sake of what 
has passed, I must always regard Arthur as a 
brother, ’ the Seraph continued; ’we have knov/n . 
each other years, we have trodden the same fields, 
and plucked the same flowers together. Arthur! 
Henry! I beseech you to take hands and to be 
friends! Forgive you! - 1 forgive you, Arthur, 
with my heart I do. Should I not do so for making 
me so happyfl
and a nice observation of the appropriate attitude and ' 
gestures ;
Blanche looked up seraphically again. Her gentle 
bosom heaved. She held out one hand as if to 
bless Harry, and then royally permitted him to 
kiss it. She took up the pocket-handkerchief and 
hid her own eyes, as the other fair hand was 
abandoned to poor Harry’s tearful embrace.
’I swear that is a villain who deceives such 
a loving creature as that’, said Pen.
Blanche laid down the handkerchief, and put 
hand No. 2 softly on Poker’s head, which was bent 
down kissing and weeping over hand No. 1. ’Poolish
boy!’ she said, ’it shall be loved as it deserves: 
who could help loving such a silly creature?’2
Pendennis, however, the necessity for his grand renunciation
over, is unimpressed. It is this false big scene, as staged
by Blanche, which thoroughly reveals her falsity to him. She
is substituting the conventions and attitudes of fiction and
the stage for genuine emotion:
Por this young lady was not able to carry out any 
emotion to the full; but had a sham enthusiasm, 
a sham hatred, a sham love, a sham taste, a sham 
grief, each of which flared and shone very vehemently 
for an instant, but subsided and gave place to the 
next sham emotion.^
^ Works. XII.lxxiii.937. 
 ^ ibid.
 ^ Works. XII.lxxiii.939.
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What might have been, in another novelist, a grand scene, is 
presented as such only through the outlook of the theatrical 
Blanche.
The big confrontation between characters resolving or 
precipitating some event is rare in Thackeray; he shied 
away from its staginess, its tendency to be unlike life, to 
be all too neat and decisive to be probable. In Pendennis, 
where the story follows the uncertain, indecisive character 
of the hero’s life, it would have been especially inappropriate,
I
When Blanche is present all the staginess can be concentrated 
in her, while her shamness sets off the genuine, if less 
articulate emotion of the others. Pen or Poker or the Begum.
She is the only one with a fluent command of language at a 
moment of crisis. Elsewhere, too, the big scene is rare, j
and commands all the more attention because of its rarity.
I
The famous scene where Rawdon finds Becky with Steyne, and j
the glittering facade of Vanity Pair suddenly crumbles to 
show what lies beneath, stands out all the more because it 
Ê one of the few big confrontations in Thackeray. Here is ;
a big scene which is the climaz of a book, which resolves |
what has gone before, and is the end of an era for the '
characters. It is a moment of truth for the characters, i
when there is no possibility of evading the situation and ;
it is clear through their own actions and words, and not i
half-expressed, indecisive, left for the author to explain.
Even here, though, the characters are not eloquent; Becky 
is as inveterate an actress as Blanche, but she can say little 
but "I am innocent," and is less articulate than the never 
very fluent Rawdon. Por once Thackeray presents a big 
scene, but it is so compact and economical that all danger 
of staginess is avoided, and its severity and its lack of 
the usual evasiveness make it alike stand out as lifelike 
and dramatic.
Esmond, with the remoteness and grandeur obligated by 
its historical setting, has comparatively more big scenes than 
is Thackeray’s wont. With their historical stature lending 
them dignity, the characters can display more eloquence 
than is usual with their nineteenth-century counterparts, 
and confront each other in set scenes more often than they 
could in a book modelled on contemporary life. They have 
their parts to play as personages in a historical romance, 
as well as in a novel, and so we have Lady Gastlewood con­
fronting Esmond in the Gatehouse prison, and the great 
"bringing your sheaves with you" scene when Esmond returns 
on the 29th December; we have the scene where Esmond finds 
Beatrix among the goldsmiths and milliners and breaks the 
news of Hamilton’s death, and the big romantic scene at the 
end where Esmond and Prank break their swords and their 
allegiance to the Pretender. The characters are not in 
themselves romantic, but the romance of history is deployed
to give them a different stature from that in the contemporary 
novels. Rachel seems an angel to the young Esmond v/hen he 
first, sees her, and his first sight of the grown Beatrix, 
as she comes dovm the stairs at Walcote and he falls in love 
with her, is given an immediacy, a decisiveness, which do 
not exist elsewhere in Thackeray. Becky, Blanche, Ethel, 
are not presented in one stunning scene in this way; it is 
Beatrix’s position as a heroine of romance which permits 
her effect to be made directly in one scene, and not gathered 
by us from several.
There is a deliberate formality about some of the scenes
which emphasizes the remoteness in time of the characters;
they move and speak with a dignity which is not given to
the contemporary novels. Issues are directly and dramatically
presented in one scene, as w^ hen Esmond pushes through the
crowded antechamber with the news of the Mohun-Hamilton duel :
’Isn’t this a beautiful piece?’ says Beatrix^ 
examining it, and she pointed out the arch graces 
of the Cupids, and the fine carving of the languid 
prostrate Mars. Esmond sickened as he thought 
of the warrior dead in his chamber, his servants 
and children weeping aroimd him; and of this 
smiling creature attiring herself, as it were, for 
that nuptial death-bed. ’Tis a pretty piece of
vanity’, says he, looking gloomily at the beautiful 
creature: there were flambeaux in the room lighting
up the brilliant mistress of it. She lifted up 
the great gold salver with her fair arms.
’Vanity!’ says she haughtily. ’What is vanity 
in you, sir, is propriety in me. You ask a Jewish 
price for it, Mr Graves; but have it I will, if 
only to spite Mr Esmond.’
’0 Beatrix, lay it downl’ says Mr Esmond.
'Herodiasj you know nbt ^ what you carry in the 
charger.*!
Esmond can read Beatrix a lecture on vanity, and Beatrix, in
the next chapter, before she goes off to Lorraine, can make
an extremely long confession of her ambition and heaitLessness
to Esmond, and such scenes, such direct expression of motive 
»
and feeling in the characters* eloquence to each other, do 
not seem stagey as they would have in Vanity Pair or Pendennis, 
because though Thackeray has subordinated the historical 
theme to the domestic theme, the former still has its in­
fluence on their characters. They obey primarily the laws 
of life, and Thackeray never falls into Bulwer * s mistake of 
making his historical characters just suits of armour and 
fine v/ords; they are quite recognizably the counterparts 
of his contemporary characters, but their attitudes and j
words are governed by the rules of historical romance as well. ! 
Prank Gastlewood and the Pretender are both fairly weak, I
unheroic men, with no inherent grandeur to suit their lofty
1
positions, but in the last scene at Gastlewood they take their I 
cue from the "grand and melancholy" Esmond and the whole 
sword-breaking scene followed by the mock-duel is conducted 
with the utmost dignity and in the best romantic tradition.
^ Works. XIII.ill.6.384.
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with Prank's inelegant reminder to the Stuart that "you might 
have been king if you hadn't come dangling after 'Trix,"^. 
just serving to remind us of the not very dignified humanity 
involved.
It is, as well, necessary for the characters to express 
themselves more fully than is usual because the first-person 
narrator cannot have the omniscience of the usual commentator. 
The young Henry Esmond, lying in the Gatehouse Prison, cannot 
know how much of self-reproach for her feelings towards him, 
is mixed up in Lady Gastlewood's outburst of rage to him, 
and so she has to be more than usually eloquent because the 
onus of expressing her feelings is laid only on her. In the 
other novels Thackeray himself, or Pendennis, or George 
l»« Jots Esmond Warrington, who hold the same position as /him, can 
do much of this expression, and it is the presence of the 
author as commentator which enables Thackeray to conduct 
the story in this undramatic way, without big scenes or 
speeches.
Bulwer is always present in his novels, but in the 
person of the hero, which means that the hero has to be more 
than commonly eloquent, perceptive and analytic of the world's 
wrongs. Thackeray is present in Pendennis, but he is also 
commenting on Pendennis. In Bulwer outbursts against the
 ^ Works. XIII.13.458.
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vanity of the world are left entirely to Ernest Maltravers 
or Eugene Aram or Rienzi, all the characters know of what 
they are Typical or Representative and say so at length, 
and the whole expression of the action is left to direct 
clashes between the characters, this being the simplest way 
of doing it.
In his position as puppeteer Thackeray can get away from 
the staginess and formality of the direct clash, and use 
his commentary to make his novels seem like life, drifting, 
indecisive, evasive. The characters will never sum up all 
the situation for themselves because, as in life, they cannot 
see it all, but the puppeteer, who moves the strings, can 
do it for them. He can present them wavering through their 
day to day life and make points, from casual contacts, which 
they do not see themselves. Their actions are not decisive, 
or not intended as such, but the moral the commentator draws 
may be.
The commentator is not presented as remote from the 
situations through which his characters move; he can see 
the whole situation but he is involved in problems similar 
to theirs, and he makes this involvement clear at every turn. 
It is "you and I, dear reader" throughout, and by this in­
clusion of himself, he avoids another kind of staginess, the 
danger of giving the whole thing the remoteness and artifici­
ality of a puppet-show. His characters drift independently
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through their lives, apparently conforming to no fictional 
pattern, and when they do meet the impression is not that 
they have been forced into a scene by a plot which draws 
them inexorably together, but that they have met, casually 
and independently as in life, and their common aim or emotion, 
if there is one, is not worked out in a neat scene, but by 
each in his own way. As Pen and Bays thought of their 
separate feelings on Chatteris Bridge as the cigar floated 
away from them down the river, so in the scene with the 
four cigars at Baden in The Newcomes, the subjects in hand, 
the marriage-market, the conflict of love with worldly 
wisdom, the hopeless loves of Clive and Jack Belsize, are
on
worked out in the conversation which centres mainly 
the quarrel between Kew and Belsize. Clive is a silent, 
if significant, spectator; the relevance of the subject to 
his life is only reflected from the Belsize-Clara troubles.
It is a similar situation to the one he is placed in, but 
he is moving independently through his own life, and it is 
in this casual passing of two lives, each separately obsessed 
with the same problem, that Thackeray catches the tragic 
situation of the moment. The characters are not acting 
within a neat and finite scene ; there are a hundred booths 
in Vanity Pair:
They lapse into silence, during which Jack's cigar
glimmers from the twilight corner where Clive's
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bed is; whilst Clive wafts his fragrance out of 
the window where he sits, and whence he has a 
view of Lady Ann Newcome's windows to the right-, 
over the bridge across the little rushing river, 
at the Hotel de Hollande hard by. The lights 
twinkle in the booths under the pretty lime avenues. 
The hum of distant voices is heard; the gambling 
palace is all in a blaze; it is an assembly night, 
and from the doors of the conversation-rooms, as 
they open and close, escape gusts of harmony.
Behind on the little hill the darkling woods lie 
calm, the edges of the fir-trees cut sharp against 
the sky, which is clear with a crescent moon and 
the lambent lights of the starry hosts of heaven. 
Clive does not see pine-robed hills and shining 
stars, nor think of pleasure in its palace yonder, 
nor of pain writhing on his own bed within a few 
feet of him, where poor Belsize was groaning. His 
eyes are fixed upon a window whence comes the red 
light of a lamp, across which shadows float now 
and again. So every light in every booth yonder 
has a scheme of its own: every star above shines
by itself; and each individual heart of ours goes 
on brightening with its own hopes, burning with 
its own desires, and quivering with its own pain.l
Vanity Pair is "a very vain, wicked, foolish place,
2
full of all sorts of humbuga and falsenesses and pretensions,"
filled with people who have :
no reverence except for prosperity, and no eye for 
anything beyond success. Such people there are 
living and flourishing in the world - Paithless,
' Hopeless, Charityless; let us have at them, dear 
friends, with might and main. Some there are, 
and very successful too, mere quacks and fools; 
and it v/as to combat and expose such as those, no 
doubt, that Laughter was made.5
Thackeray's moral purpose was to draw the World, Vanity Pair
in its godless worship of itself and prosperity and ambition.
1
2
3
Works. XIV.xxix.378.
Works. XI. Vanity Pair, viii.95. 
Works. XI.viii.96.
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its setting up of its own standards, its callousness and
cynicism. He had no desire to satisfy sentimental readers
of fiction with pleasant characters and wrote to his mother:
My object is not to make a perfect character or 
anything like it. Don't you see how odious all 
the people are in the book (with exception of 
Dobbin) - behind whom all there lies a dark moral,
I hope. 71iat I want is to make a set of people 
living without God in the world (only that is a 
cant phrase) greedy pompous mean perfectly self- 
satisfied for the most part and at ease about their 
superior virtue. Dobbin & poor Briggs are the 
only 2 people with real humility as yet. Amelia's 
is to come, when her scoundrel of a husband is 
v/ell dead with a ball in his odious bowels; when 
she has had sufferings, a child, and a religion - 
But she has at present a quality above most people 
LOVE - by wh. she shall be saved.1
A great many readers were depressed by the absence of the
godly, but Thackeray felt his purpose was only to be served
by showing ^anity ^air in its darkest light. He wrote to
Lewes :
I am quite aware of the dismal roguery wh. goes 
all through the Vanity Pair story - and God forbid 
that the world should be like it altogether: though
I fear it is more like it than we like to ovm. But 
my object is to make every body engaged, engaged 
in the pursuit of Vanity, and I must carry my story 
through in this dreary minor key, with only 
occasional hints here & there of better things - of 
better things wh. it does not become me.to p r e a c h .2
Vanity Pair was his sharpest attack on the Pair, but his
moral viewpoint remained consistent throughout his novels.
^ Letters. To Mrs. Carmichael-Smyth. 2.7.47. 11.309. 
^ letters. 6.3.48. 11.354.
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although in later books the godly remained more to the fore.
The World remained the constant enemy, the breeding-ground
of the bad, the temptation of the good, the World which had
set up its own ungodly standards, which could say of a girl
who had been seduced that she had "gone to the deuce" and of
a diplomat who has gone mad "George Gaunt is accredited to
a keeper, who has invested him with the order of the Strait
Waistcoat, for "These are the kind of epitaphs which men
2
pass over one another in Vanity Pair."
Bulwer, with his romantic outcasts, his murderers and 
coiners and highv/aymen, had frequently shied at the World, 
but he was primarily a writer of bestsellers, and he would 
alter his viewpoint to suit the book. He had, in fact, no 
consistent viewpoint; he certainly did-not endeavour to 
apply the ideas he played with in Paul Clifford about 
governments and gangsters being much the same thing, to his 
historical novels. Vanity Pair exists for Henry Esmond, but 
not for Bulwer * s historical heroes. Bulwer, though willing 
to put forward many different ideas, did not adhere to any 
one strictly; he could not help but let it appear from his 
books, that he shared many of the world’s standards, and in the 
final test it was the kind of book which pleased the public
 ^ Works. XI. Vanity Pair, xlvii.595
 ^ ibid.
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and made money to which he adhered. When he discovered 
that his despised creations, the Caxtons, were likely to - 
win him more fame and popularity than the realms of g r ^ d e u r  
he preferred, he was won over to their side, and, one fears,
Tk<, ^ auK A5
did not take the advice of Fraser’s who, suspecting it was 
written "ad captandum vulgus," exhorted him to remember that 
his books must one day be called before the tribunal of "the 
Supreme Artist.
For Thackeray the viewpoint was consistent, either one 
was of Vanity -^ a^ir or one was not, and in all his books the 
contrast between those who live in it and without God, and 
those who have escaped it, who are, in fact "saved" as Amelia 
was, made clear. Sometimes the confines of Vanity Fair
are defined for us; Clive gives Ethel the boundaries of the 
world he cannot enter, the world from which she is later to 
be saved, and when Laura tells Pen "what a dreadful dreadful 
place this great world of yours is, Arthur," she adds a 
little later "I am thinking that 1 should not like to live 
in London." Still the boundaries of Vanity -^ 'air, as of 
snobbery, are infinite, and not^except at certain moments, 
to be limited spatially. Bulwer, in Night and Morning and 
Lucretia, drew a black and white comparison between the
^ 1.50. "Sir E.B. Lytton and Mrs Grundy." 
^ Works. XIV. The Newcomes. xlix.650-1.
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pastoral idyll of the country, and the hell of London in 
the season, and later retreated with the Caxtons to that - 
pastoral idyll and virtue for ever.
This is only a fictional convention, as much of the 
world’s making as any other. Pen and Blanche, when the 
former is as far off the road to salvation as he ever strays, 
play at pastoral idylls, before returning to prosper in the' 
World:
0 ringdoves and roses, 0 dews and wildflowers, 0 
waving greenvfoods and balmy airs of summer I Here 
were two battered London rakes, taking themselves 
in for a moment, and fancying that they were in 
love with each other, like Phillis and Corydonil
Pen cannot find the road back by playing out a fantasy; his
J Sa(^ceeism has led him to a totally false attitude, and
although-^'he is aware of its falsity he is willing to follow
the lead of the incorrigibly insincere Blanche and remain
in this pastoral idyll, using it as a pretty cover for his
entry into the ambition and prosperity of the World. The
escape from the World lies in sincerity, in taking life as
it comes and doing one’s day to day duty. There is ’’to
each some work upon the ground he stands on, until he is
2laid beneath it," and one must toil where one’s lot falls, 
without accepting the ungodly standards of the World where
^ Works. XII. Pendennis. lxiii.826. 
^ Works. XII. Pendennis. xliv.572.
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it has fallen.
oj)j»os;i'e An unworldly oountorpaM; to Vanity Bair is, however, -
held up throughout, and contrasted with the cynicism of the 
world without God. There is a constant contrast between 
the callous or blase*^ attitude of the worldling, and the 
innocence and spontaneity of the unworldly. Becky sings songs 
at Gaunt House which take Lady Steyne back through "forty 
years’ wilderness to her convent g a r d e n , b u t  have no effect 
on the singer; in the next chapter Amelia weeps as Georgy 
Osborne thrills to the singing in the Foundling Church. - Pen 
flings the rose bestowed by the girl he is idly pursuing 
into the gutter, while her sincerer admirer, Foker, treasures 
its twin in a glass of water. Amidst the roar of Blenheim 
and Ramillies while Marlborough pursues his great and worldly 
career, Henry Esmond visits his mother’s grave, that "tranquil 
depth of calm, out of reach of tempest and t r o u b l e ! Y / h i l e  
Barnes lounges in the windov^^ of Bays’s, Colonel Newcome 
stands between children and old men in Grey Friars Square.
The influence of Vanity Fair is so great, its confines 
so wide, that it is only in those two tranquil refuges, 
childhood and the grave, that Thackeray places the real 
counterpart to Vanity Fair. Nonetheless his books detail
Works. XI. Vanity Bair, xlix.620.
 ^ Works. XIII. Henry Esmond, ii.13.278.
the successful struggles to escape Vanity Baip. this is his
consistent theme and he depicts its alternatives, duty instead
of ambition and prosperity, love instead of worldly greatness,
hearth and home instead of the great Fair. In Vanity Fair
we see the two worlds contrasted, and the World which
Rebecca enters is the callous, cynical, mercenary world of
fashion, whose snobbish confines spread into the City and
down into the country, while Amelia is saved by love from
entering it. Pendennis drifts into the World, though seeing
its vanity, and his criticism of it becomes mere cynicism as
he acquiesces in its standards; he has become a Sadducee,
and only when Laura wins the battle against Blanche, and he
returns from his hopes of a fortune and a seat in Parliament
to his job of daily toil with his instructive books, is he
saved. Esmond is more static; the hero sees clearly
throughout the hollowness of the grand and historic scenes
o|3pc»5i~«- in which his lot is cast, and the value of its count orpæg^-t ;
To be rich, to be famous? What do these profit 
a year hence, when other names sound louder than 
yours, when you lie hidden away under the ground, 
along with the idle titles engraven on your coffin? 
But only true love lives after you - follows your 
memory with secret blessing - or precedes you, 
and intercedes for you. Non omnis moriar - if 
dying, I yet live in a tender heart or two; nor 
am lost and hopeless living, if a sainted departed 
soul still loves and prays for me.l
1 Works. XIII.ii.6.214.
Esmond’s attitude is constant throughout, and he has only to 
recount his failure to win Beatrix from the World, and the 
magnificent vanities of Augustan Europe which paraded past 
him, before his retreat to that Indian summer on ’’the 
beautiful banks of the Potomac’’^ which, in this-book, though 
not in The Virginians, lay beyond the confines of Vanity 
Pair.
In The Newcomes we have, however, another escape from 
Vanity Pair, a Vanity Pair this time dominated by the nouveau 
. riche, operating especially within the marriage market.
Ethel escapes, but not before we have seen the fate of one 
victim'^ run its full course. Money and ambition, the 
standards of the ungodly^are shown operating in their high 
• temple, and Thackeray cries at the end of ’’One more unfortun­
ate:’’
Oh, Hymen HymenHfei The bishops, beadles, clergy,
: pevf-openers, and other officers of the temple
dedicated to Heaven under the invocation of St.
 ^ George, will officiate in the sane place at scores
and scores more of such marriages: and St George
of England may behold virgin after virgin offered
up to the devouring monster. Mammon (with many most
respectable female dragons looking on) - may see 
virgin after virgin given away, just as in the 
, Soldan of Babylon’s time, but with never a champion
\ to come to the r e s c u e  1 2  •
? Ethel escapes, but hundreds of Claras are lost in the World,
?
 ^ Works. XIII.iii.13-463.
 ^ Works. XIV.Iviii.776.
a 91
with the full sanction of that World’s standards. Ethel 
herself is at a loss without those standards, and has 
painfully to work out her new way of life outside the Eair,^ 
so far are the tvo worlds apart.
A Bulwerian character could handle both worlds, could 
prosper and gain a great reputation and position, while 
yielding not a jot of moral integrity. As for their ul­
timate fates, Bulwer’s idea of these stopped short with the 
World’s, prosperity for the good, death for the bad. These 
standards do not operate in Thackeray’s books where the evil
and good end much on a par, and there is no attempt to mete
\
out rewards in the way of worldly prosperity and reputation. 
You cannot, in Thackeray’s novels, belong entirely to both 
worlds, and worldly prosperity in Vanity Pair is a futile 
aim. Behind every "battered, brazen, beautiful, conscience­
less, heaiKless Mrs Pirebrace" sits a faded companion;
As jolly a reminder as that of the death’s-head 
v/hich figured in the repasts of Egyptian bon- 
vivants, a strange sardonic memorial of Vanity 
Pair.2
Woildly prosperity is a futile aim because only the same 
possibility of good or innocence or love exists for the 
celebrity and the forgotten alike:
It has been prosperous, and you are riding into
 ^ Works. XIV.lix.786-7.
Works»- XI. Vanity Pair, xxxvii.472
port, the people huzzaing and the guns saluting, - 
and the lucky captain bows from the ship’s side, 
and there is a care under the star on his breast - 
which nobody knows of: or you are wrecked, and
lashed, hopeless, to a solitary spar out at sea: - 
the sinking man and the successful one are thinking 
each about home, very likely, and remembering the 
time when they were children; alone on the hopeless 
spar, drowning out of sight; alone in the midst of 
the crowd applauding you.B
The same end, the same beginning, the same hopes, exist for
each entity in or out of Vanity Bair, and the false World
built up has no purpose in its ambitions. 1/Vhatever the
aims of the worldlings, the eventual outcome of their actions
is the same.
Ultimately success was the criterion in the Bulwerian 
novel, just as it was the chief motive of the novel being 
written. Thackeray’s moralizing was directed against such 
a criterion, against the false standards of Vanity Pair and 
of the novelists who deserted their duty as moralists to 
portray such standards romantically. The confines of 
Vanity Pair were vast, and included, to some extent, most 
of the audience at whom Thackeray directed his words. As 
he said:
And if, like many a worse and better man, Arthur 
Pendennis, the widow’s son, was meditating an 
apostasy, and going to seàl himself to - we all 
know whom, - at least the renegade did not pretend 
to be a believer in the creed to which he was 
wo ready to swear. And if every^an and wôman in
 ^ Works. XII. Pendennis. lix;.767.
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this kingdom, who has sold her or himself for money 
or position,- as Mr Pendennis was about to do, would 
but purchase a copy of his memoirs, what tons of - 
volumes Messrs Bradbury and Evans would sellI1
There were tons of volumes of fiction advocating, if indirectly, 
such apostasy, prominent among them the high-flown, purple, 
but well-calculated volumes of Edv/ard Lytton Bulwer. Thack­
eray’s volumes were written to combat such fiction, and in 
the making of those volumes the apostates played their part.
t
 ^ Works. XII. Pendennis. lxiv.839#
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APPENDIX B 
"Premeditated fine writing"
Thackeray, in "George de Barnwell" imitated perfectly 
Bulwer*s style, a flashy, inaccurate, theatrical style of 
bxi which the main stand-bys often seemed toy the exclamation 
mark and the capital letter, and he frequently commented 
elsewhere on the inappropriateness of language to content in 
Bulwer’s writing. No comparison between the respective 
styles of the two writers, whose ideas on the subject were 
wholly opposed, is possible, but since Thackeray imitated 
Bulwer’s grand style so well it must be briefly considered.
Thackeray hated "fine writing;" defending himself to
Lady Blessington in 1848 he said of Bulwer:
there are sentiments in his writing wh. always 
anger me, big words wh. make me furious, and a 
premeditated fine writing against wh. 1 can’t help 
rebelling.-^
Bulwer’s chief aim, on the other hand, was to produce some 
strange effect of mystical grandeur which would raise his 
prose to the level of poetry. Lord Vincent, the character 
in Pelham who is the mouthpiece for Bulwer’s literary views, 
remarks :
^Examine Childe Harold accurately, and you will be 
surprised to discover how very little of real
^ Letters. 11.485. He also objected to the "fine writing" 
of Richard Bedingfield in two letters to Bedingfield. 
15.5.44. and 1.6.45. 11.168 and 192.
<390
depth or novelty there often is in the reflections 
which seem most deep and new. You are enchained 
by the vague but powerful beauty of the style; the 
strong impress of originality which breathes 
throughout. Like the oracle of Dodona, he makes 
the forests his tablets^ and writes his inspirations 
upon the leaves of the trees ; but the source of 
that inspiration you cannot tell; it is neither 
the truth nor the beauty of his sayings which you 
admire, though you fancy that it is; it is the 
mystery which accompanies them/I
Bulwer wanted his own oracle of Bodona; here he half-
critiicizes the powerful allure of vagueness and mysteiy but
in his essay, thirty-five years later, "On style and diction"
in Caxtoniana he places the poetic mystery in style as the
highest aim a writer may have:
In writings that treat of the ordinary business 
of life, or seek to explain rather than suggest, 
symbolise, or depict, some selected truth, we 
naturally prefer a style compact and lucid, dis­
pensing with a pomp of words which would be an 
ostentation impertinent to the simplicity of the 
occasion. On the other hand, in those classes of 
composition which are more or less generic to 
poetry, inasmuch as they are chiefly addressed to 
the imagination, and through the imagination wind 
their way to the reason, a style of architectural 
structure, with all its proportions measured by 
an inch scale,v/ould be destructive to the effects 
which the writer desires to produce. To enlist 
the imagination on your side, you must leave it 
free to imagine for itself.^
The imagination is left very free here; nothing more is
specified for the poetic style, but :
then the thunder-cloud may rest upon the ruined
^ Pelham, xliii.168.
p
Blackwood’s. 6.62.
battlements, then the moonlight may stream through 
the gaping fissures.1
and Bulwer ends with a truth for "profound thinkers :"
The Useful passes away with each generation into 
new uses. . The Beautiful remains a fixed un­
alterable standard of value.2
We know from this the grand and mysterious impression
which this higher style is to create, although we do not
know how. Bulwer wrote very rapidly :
in order not to lose that dash and intrepidity 
of diction by which alone (at least in works of 
the imagination) we can hurry the reader into
passion.5 ■
and his extensive revisions to later editions of his novels
were not stylistic. Of Eugene Aram he remarked:
In mere style, too, EU$iNg ABÔM, is spite of 
certain verbal oversights, and defects in youthful 
tas.te (some of which I have endeavoured to remove 
from the present edition), appears to me unexcelled 
by any of my later writings, at least in what I 
have alv/ays studied as the main essential of style 
in narrative, viz., its harmony with the subject 
selected, and the passions to be mo v e d . 4
In the revision of Aram, the recasting of Aram's character
and part in the murder involved more than the alteration of
an occasional ill-chosen word, and if the theatricality of
his "mere style" did throw more glamour round Aram than
Bulwer had intended, he is here, in 1849, defending that
^ ibid.
 ^ ibid.
 ^ Life and letters. I.iv.3.292.
 ^ Eugene Aram. Preface to 1849 edition.
style as appropriate to its subject.
Two years earlier Thackeray, in "George de Barnwell," -
had burlesqued the combination of a criminal subject with
the style of the oracle of Dodona, and throughout his career
Thackeray attacked the glib eloquence, the "blague,the
"premeditated fine writing" in which Bulwer indulged. Some
2
critics dubbed Bulwer leader of the "spasmodic school,"
others found that the passion of his writing outweighed its
inaccuracies. The Edinburgh spoke of 4iram as having:
a style vigorous and pitiable, now and then 
running riot a little in its prodigality, sometimes 
strangely incorrect^but oftener rising into a 
touching eloquence.
Thackeray always regarded the passion which Bulwer endeavoured
to convey by his flowing eloquence and grandeur as humbug.
Of Alice he wrote :
three pages of sentences as smooth and round as 
billiard-balls, three glowing pages filled with 
the choicest rhetorical plums, "lurking asps," 
"austere rights of friendship," "flatterers’ tongues," 
delivered with "absorbing and earnest passion and 
almost breathless rapidity" and for what? In the 
name of the Prophet for what? To tell a young 
lady when she is married not to be naughty and go 
astray 1 ... What a tu^ n^ of words, and oh, what a 
miserable driblet of stale small beer14
Eraser’s> 1.38. "Our batch of novels for Christmas 1837."
Constitutional Press. 12.59. "Sir Edv/ard Bulwer Lytton 
and his literary styles" surveys the accusations made, 
against Bulwer in the past.
4.52..^
^ Times. 14.4.38. The reference is to Alice. V.iii.
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In two Yellowplush papers he attacked Bulwer’s grandiloquent
style, making Bullwig speak it in "Mr Yellowplush's Ajew," -
and examining the repetitive and meaningless poetry of The
Sea-Captain in Epistles to the literati. In Catherine
he improbably applied Bulwer's poetic style to the reunion
between Cat and Galgenstein, and in the Introductory to
"George de Barnwell" he remarked:
We are not at liberty to reveal the gifted author's 
name, but the admirers of his works will no doubt 
recognize, in the splendid length of the words, the 
frequent employment of the Beautiful and the Ideal, 
the brilliant display of capitals, the profuse 
and profound classical learning, and, above all, 
in the announcement that this is to be the last 
of his works - one who has delighted us for many 
years.P
Capital letters, adjectives raised to substantives, classical 
allusions, these were the devices Bulwer used to bring 
grar][eur and mystery to his style.
"The splendid length of the words," a frequent target 
2for critics, was a device used to render more impressive 
the more pedestrian passages, the narrative descriptions 
between the flights of eloquence. % e  first two parts of 
"George de Barnwell" demonstrate, as the earlier burlesque 
"Elizabeth Brownrigge," had not, that Bulwer seldom used the 
longest v/ords for his most high-flown and oracular passages ;
^ Works. VIII.83.
2
Two earlier burlesques of Bulwer's style in Punch : "Ad­
vantages of style" 21.8.41. and "The Great Annual Michwl- 
mas Jubilee" 2.10.41. concentrate entirely on this feature 
and fail to catch the essence of Bulwerism.
mhe kept them to dignify his more mundane subjects. The
Westminster spoke of this as the "ever and anon style," in -
a summary of his use of language:
It is not,in our judgment, either appropriate or 
striking. It would be difficult to extract a 
dozen pages which show any real command over the 
resources of the English tongue, The language 
is never bold, vigorous^or terse; it is sometimes 
eloquent, more rarely picturesque; very often 
it degenerates into mere bombast, or into a dilute 
mock-heroic. And there is throughout a mannei; 
more easily felt than described, which educated 
people in general most carefully eschew. This, 
which we may call the "ever and anon style," would 
of itself prevent Sir Edward Bulv/er-Lytton from 
being a great writer. We hardly like to call 
him Vulgar; but he tries to be so superfine that 
he always reminds his readers of the Court Journal 
or of tradesmen's circulars. Why, for example, 
does he prefer 'inly* to ' ihv/ardly, ' 'murtherous ' 
to 'murderous,^ 'coronal* to * coronet.* ^
The reviewer goes on to list some of Bulwer*s more glaring
peculiarities of phraseology, most notable of which was his
description of a bedroom as "somn^ular acconfodation. "
Sometimes Bulwer applied such phrases to mundane subjects
to dignify them, as in that modern Tragedy, Lucretia, a
character is not smoking but "wholly absorbed in the sensual
2
gratification bestowed upon Europe by the immortal Raleigh," 
and some children are playing, not near the vegetable garden,
3
but "near the Esculents more dear to Ceres than to Flora."
^ 4.65. "Modern novelists - Sir Edward Bulwer Lytton."
^ I.1.27.
 ^ I. Epilogue. 156.
As Charles Pitzroy Yellowplush remarked:
I think its Playto, or els Harrystottle, who 
observes that what we call a rose by any other name 
would smell as sweet. Confess, now, dear Barnet, 
don’t you long to call it a Polyanthus^^
Frequently the use was semi-facetious ; in The "Disov/ned
Bulv/er laments the custom of joining the ladies after dinner,
and sigh be; for the eighteenth century:
There was no tame, trite medium of propriety and 
suppressed confidence, no bridge from board to 
bed, over which a false step (and your wine-cup 
is a marvellous corrupter of ambulatory rectitude) 
might precipitate into an irrecoverable abyss of 
perilous communication or unwholesome truth. One’s 
pillow became at once the legitimate and natural 
bourne to ’the overheated brain’, and the generous 
rashness of the coenatorial reveller was not damped 
by untimeous caution or ignoble calculation.2
Thackeray burlesques this method of diversifying the more
pedestrkan passages in his description of .Chepe:
The pavid matron within the one vehicle (speeding 
to the Bank for her semestriàl pittance) shrieked 
and trembled; the angry Dives hastening to his 
office (to add another thousand to his heap), thrust 
his head over the blazoned panels, and displayed 
an eloquence of objurgation which his very Menials 
could not equal; the dauntless street urchins, 
as they gaily threaded the Labyrinth of Life, 
enjoyed the perplexities and quarrels of the scene, 
and exacerbated the already furious combatants by 
their poignant infantile satire.^
For the higher and more mysterious passages, one of
 ^ Works. 1.326. Epistles to the literati.
 ^ xvi.91.
 ^ Tiforks. VIII.85. "George de Barnwell."
Bulwer’s devices was the capital letter. His belief in the
potency of a "brilliant display of capitals" became more and
more marked during the 1830’s, and he seems really to have
believed that they had some kind of mystic power, that their
simple presence raised a commonplace statement to an Ideal
and Typical observation of universal significance. Ernest
Maltravers sends money to an impecunious friend:
Charity and Compassion are virtues taught with 
difficulty to ordinary men; to itrue Genius they 
are but the instincts which direct it to the 
Destiny it is born to fulfil, - viz., the discovery 
and redemption of new tracts in our common nature. 
Genius - the Sublime Missionary - goes forth from 
the serene Intellect of the Author to live in the 
wants, the griefs, the infirmities of others, in 
order that it may learn their language; and as 
its highest achievement ± S  Pathos, so its most 
absolute requisite is Pity
His heroes share their creator’s touching-faith in capitals.
2"Time, Faith, Energy," cries the hero of Night and Morning,
3
while Ernest Maltravers pursues "the Honest and the Real," 
"the Hopeful and the New,"the Beautiful, the Virtuous
and the Great," realizes that "the Ideal...is better than the
6 7Practical," and "the True than the New," and having
1 Ernest Maltravers. VIII.vi.338.
2 IV.V.342.
3 Ernest Maltravers. V.iv.l91.
4 Alice. VIII.i.294.
5 Ernest Maltravers. II.iii.90.
6 Ernest Maltravers. VIII.ii.309.
7 Ernest Maltravers. V.vi.202.
"thirsted after the Great/and almost believed in the Im-
I 1 2
possible," studies "the great code of Truth and Nature." 
Thackeray, reviewing The New Timon, found Bulwer "one of 
the most liberal poets for capital letters and notes of 
exclamation this age has produced." He disliked the style • 
in general, saying "The style is tawdry to a wonder, and 
the use of the English language supereminently coxcombical," 
but he especially attacked Bulwer’s use of capitals, "this
' A
easy typographic artifice," to add importance to his words. 
Bulwer usually ignored Thackeray’s attacks, but this one 
he answered. In 184-9 he defended his use of capitals in 
the notes to King Arthur; though his defence applied to 
poetry, his use of them here was hardly more liberal than 
in his prose. A five-page explanation of his reasons for 
resorting to capitals ended with his pointing out that they 
aree"a distinction worth while to notice, in the delicate 
and subtle varieties of meaning in which the same words may’ 
be applied, and in a chilly footnote he refers to Thackeray’s 
review of The New Timon, though without mentioning Thackeray:
1
2
3
4-
5
Ernest Maltravers. IV.i.137.
Ernest Maltravers. V.vi.202.
Contributions. 133. It first appeared in the Morning 
Chronicle. 21.4.46.
ibid.
King Arthur. 1849. First edition. Notes to Book 1.49.
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it was facetiously asked by some critic "Yliy Labour 
should be spelt with a big L and v/heel with a 
little w.’ Simply because Labour is here evidently 
a personification and wheel is not
In "George de Barnwell" "some critic" distributed the capitals
wâth complete disregard for their appropriateness; "The
2
people To-Day is King" and "Fate, Passion, Mysteiy .•. are
not these with us Still
Another device by which Bulwer raised the tone of his
prose was the classical allusion. In "George de. BarnwelJ."
Thackeray especially burlesques the use of these in combination
with a Newgate theme, presumably inspired by Lucretia, where
the victim, possessor of a desirable life-insurance, is
unconscious as the daughter of Ceres gathering 
flowers when the Hell King drew near.4
and falls in love:
under the withering eyes of relentless Crime, 
revived the Arcady of old - the scene vocal to 
' the reeds of idyllist and shepherd: and in the
midst of the iron Tragedy, harmlessly and un- j-
consciously arose the strain of the Pastoral Music.
Of the transportation ship Bulwer cries:
.Behold that dark ship on the waters I Its burthe^ns
King Arthur.. First edition. Notes. 48
Works. VIII.84.
ibid.
II. Prologue. 204.
II.ix.288.
are not of Ormus and Tyre. No goodly merchandize 
doth it waft over the v/ave.l
and to his Art:
Go forth to the world, 0 Art I ... show the dim 
revelation symbolled forth in the Tragedy of old! - 
how incomplete is man’s destiny, how undeveloped 
is the justice divine, if Antigone sleep eternally 
in the ribs of the rock, and OEdipus vanish for 
ever in the Grove of the Furies.2
As Thackeray said:
The people To-Day is King, and we chronicle his 
woes as They of old did the sacrifice of the 
princely Iphigenia, or the fate of the crowned 
Agamemnon.^
while his youthful criminal cried:
Did Socrates falter at his poison? Did Seneca 
blench in his bath?4
In his opening passage Thackeray burlesqued a typical Bulvverian
rhapsody, with vague but not specific classical allusions,
and much talk about altars and garlands and sacrifices.
"A garland for thy temple, a heifer for thy stone,’ this
was a favourite Bulwerian image, and such rhapsodies began
with Devereux, who became the votary of his Sword to which
he said:
Founder of all empires, propagator of all creeds.
- II. Epilogue. 425.
 ^ II.xvii.344.
 ^ Works. VIII.84. "George de Barnwell." 
 ^ Works. VIII.95.
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thou leddest the Gaul and the Goth, and the Gods of 
Rome and Greece crumbled upon their altars I Beneath 
thee^ the fires of the Gheber waved pale, and on thy 
point the badge of the camel-driver.j blazed like 
a sun over the startled East 11
Later Levereux underwent a conversion, and discovered Truth,
in a pastoral retreat:
Let us not ask whence come the garlands that we 
wreathe around our altars, or shower upon our 
feasts: will they not bloom as brightly, and
breathe with as rich a fragrance, whether they be 
plucked from the garden or the grave? 0 Earth, 
my Mother Earth (... I bowed my soul before the 
loveliness of Virtue; and though scenes of wrath 
and passion yet lowered in the future, and I was 
again speedily called forth - to act - to madden - 
to contend - perchance to sin - the Image is still 
unbroken, and the Votary has still an offering for
its Altar 12
Thackeray probably remembered this passage, which had much
%
impressed him when he first read it, for "George de Barnwell :"
Old is he, Eros, the ever young1 He and Time were 
children together. Ohronos shall die, too; but 
Love is imperishable. Brightest of the Divinities, 
where hast thou not been sung? Other worships 
pass away; the idols for whom pyramids were raised 
lie in the desert crumbling and almost nameless; 
the Olympians are fled, their fines no longer rise 
amodg the (quivering olive-groves of Ilissus, or 
crown the emerald islets of the amethyst Aegean1 
These are gone, but thou remainest. There is still 
a garland for thy temple, a heifer for thy stone.
A heifer? Ah, many a darker sacrifice. Other 
blood is shed at thy altars. Remorseless One, and 
the Poet Priest who ministers at thy Shrine draws 
his auguries from the bleeding hearts of menl4
^ III.iii.192.
 ^ VI.ii.357-9.
%
see above lÿ-D.
 ^ Works. VIII.84.
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Bulwer is always introducing these allusions to pagan
altars and exotic cities of the ancient world and other lands
In Devereux the hero returns to his childhood home and hears
a brook rushing:
It was the voice of that brook whose banks had been 
the dearest haunt of my childhood; and now, as 
it burst thus suddenly upon me, I longed to be 
alone, that 1 might have bowed down my head and 
wept as if it had been the welcome of a living 
thing1 At once, aadas by a word, the hardened 
lava, the congealed stream of the soul^  s Etna, was 
uplifted from my memory, and the bowers and palaces 
of old, the world of a gone day, lay before mell
Thackeray .used the same image for memory in The Newcomes,
and considering the subject, the later reference to The last
hays of Pompeii, and the unusual number of capitals, he
must have had some recollections of Bulwer, if not of
Devereux. He is speaking of old family letters:
In the faded ink, on the yellow paper that may 
have crossed and recrossed oceans, that has lain 
locked in chests for years, and buried under piles 
offamily archives, while your friends have been 
dying and your head has grown white - who has not 
disinterred mementoes like these - from which the 
past smiles at you so sadly, shimmering out of 
Hades an instant but to sink back again into the 
cold shades, perhaps with a faint, faint sound 
as of a remembered tone - a ghostly echo of a once 
familiar laughter? I v\?as looking of late at a 
wall in the Naples museum, whereon a boy of Hercul­
aneum, eighteen hundred years ago, had scratched 
with a nail the figure of a soldier. I could 
fancy the child turning round and smiling on me
VI.vii.435. 
see above . .
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after having done his etching. Which of us that 
is thirty years old has not had his Pompeii? Deep 
under ashes lies the Life of Youth, - the careless' 
Sport, the Pleasure and Passion, the darling Joy.
You open an old letter-box and look at your own 
childish scrav/ls, or your mother’s letters to you 
when you were at school; and excavate your heart.
0 cne. for the day v/hen the whole city shall be bare 
and the chambers unroofed - and every cranny 
visible to the Light above, from the Forum to the 
Lupanaril
Thackeray is using a Bulwerian image, but not for its exotic 
qualities; he uses Pompeii, not as a word of power in itself, 
but evoking its associations in a way personal to himself.
Bulwer wrote mainly for effect, not accuracy, and when 
he did not feel the subject called forth the rhapsodic 
Bulwerian style, he could slip into one borrowed from some
2
other writer or genre, the jogtrot openings of G.P.R. James,
the purely melodramatic:
Thus darkly, through the darkness, went the Poisoner 
to her prey
or the sentimental euphemistic :
She did not die (die is too harsh a wordl) but she 
drooped away and glided into heaven.4
Essentially, however, Bulwer was of the spasmodic school;
Thackeray comments on his use of the exclamation mark in his
review of The Nev/ Timon, and although Bulwer, in England
 ^ Works. XIV.xxviii.358.
2
see above ISh»
^ Lucretia. II.xvii.349. 
 ^ Rienzi'. VII.364.. -
and the English, attacked contemporary literature for its
"superfluous and gratuitous assumption of energy and passion,
his own gratuitous assumptions of passion, and the theatrical
ranting of his characters were among the most striking
examples of their kind. His characters habitually spoke
like George de Barnwell:
Pigs pall; but oh, the Beautiful never does! Pigs 
rot; but oh, the Truthful is eternal 1 ... Wliat is 
grocery for one who hath ambition? What sweetness 
hath Muscovado to him who hath tasted of Poesy?2
The trial-scene in Paul Clifford consists largely of a 
jerky^would-be vigorous, series of exclamations. There was
HA.ci he b « . P:
a set pattern for the hero’s big set speech into which/Aram’s
ov/n description of the many hundreds of bones besides his
victim’s which must lie buried in the countryside ended with
a plain statement:
Moreover what gentleman here is ignorant that 
Knaresborough had a castle which, tho’ now a ruin, 
was once considerable both for its strength and 
garrison. All know it was vigorously besieged 
by the arms of the Parliament, at which siege in 
sallies, conflicts, flights, pursuits, many fell 
in all the places round it; and where they fell 
were buried; for every place, my lord, is burial 
earth in war; and many questionless of these rest 
yet unknown v/hose bones futurity shall discover.^
Bulwer automatically turned the passage into the hero’s usual
1833. II.iv.4.127.
Works. VIII.88.
W. Bristow. Genuine account of the life and trial of 
Eugene Aram. l759.
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spasmodic rant:
But here, above all, was a castle vigorously 
besieged; every spot around was the scene of a
sally, a conflict, a flight, a pursuit. Where
the slaughtered fell, there Were they buried.
W'hat place is not burial earth in v/ar? How many 
bones must still remain in the vicinity of that 
siege, for futurity to discover
When Blanche Amory wished to conceal the fact that she
had no idea how to answer Pen’s proposal of marriage at that
particular juncture in her fortunes, she wrote "Is this the
guerdon of a free maiden - is this the price of a life’s
2
passion?" in her "neatest hand upon her scented paper."
Bulwer wrote for effect ; he was not much worried if the 
subject in hand demanded an outburst of passion, and he 
used such rhapsodies to compensate for poverty of meaning.
His poetry showed this emptiness, this writing for effect,
in exaggerated form. Thackeray, reviewing The Sea-Captain, 
commented on many of the lines in detail, on the "old, stale, 
vapid simâlies, and the many possibilities of transposition 
in:
The love that trifles round the charms it gilds 
Oft ruins while it shines.4
He complained too of the:
Malody, suckling round and uppards from the bows,
 ^ Eugene Aram. V.v.564.
 ^ Works. XII. Pendennis. Ixxii.923,
 ^ Works. 1.326. Epistles to the literati 
 ^ Works. 1.327.
like a happy soul released, hangs in the air, and 
from invizahle plumes shakes sweetness down.
and asked:
%8'this poatry, Barnet? Lay your hand on your 
busm^and speak out boldly: Is it poatry, or sheer
windy humbugg, that sounds a little melojous, and 
won’t bear the commanest/‘of comman sense?!
Bulwer had in fact used this image twice before, in The
N 2 3Duchesse de la Vallière, and in Richelieu, where, according
to the baffled Athenaeum who found it beyond "all but
playhouse comprehension,it was rapturously received by
the first-night audience.
Bulwer ’ s novels were written for "playhouse comprehension,"
for the first effect, and he let his weakness for theatrical
rant lead him into using language quite inappropriate for
the occasion. The flashy cliches did not .add grandeur, and
sometimes they did not even impress on first sight, so ill-
suited were they to their subject. Most of the critics
were very properly shocked at the scene tov/ards the end of
Ernest Maltravers where the hero, after a mild altercation
with his consumptive fiancee, cried:
Were you my wife, the mother of my children; were 
these the first words of insult that after long 
and devoted years of married life you had ever
 ^ Works. 1.324.
 ^ Dramatic works. 1841. V.ill.160. 
%
Dramatic works. I.ii.274.
 ^ 16.3.39.
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uttered - such words would suffice to annihilate 
all love, and all remembrance but of themselves.
Were you to discover that you had wronged me, and 
to crawl upon your knees to pray my pardon, I would 
not grant it.!
Thackeray remarked of this passage "Y/e can fancy two people
2
acting this scene at the theatre^but not at home." It was 
Maltravers which contained Bulwer’s other notable slip from 
appropriate style, his drop into the blase^  man-of-the-vforld 
pose in his Ideal and Beautiful seduction scene, which, 
while not for theatrical effect, showed again his lack of 
comprehension of appropriateness in language.
Bulwer had several other styles, including the epi­
grammatic one of Pelham , and the tushery of the historical 
novels from Rienzi on, but on these Thackeray did not comment. 
It was when the thunder-clouds rested on the ruined battle­
ments, and Bulwer endeavoured to raise to the heights of 
Tragedy some contemporary story told in his most mysterious, 
oracular and theatrical style, that Thackeray was roused to 
burlesque Bulwer, whose plan often really seems to have been:
What is the Unintelligible but the Ideal? What 
is the Ideal but the Beautiful? What is the 
Beautiful but the Eternal?4
First edition. Ill.viii.8.201. Omitted from 1851 editions
on.
 ^ Times. 30.9.37.
3
see above
 ^ Works. VIII.94. "George de Barnwell."
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Lewes, reviewing Vanity Fair in the Athenaeum, saw this 
absence of theatricality as one of the most striking features ' 
of the book:
The style of Vanity Fair is v/inning, easy, masculine, 
felicitous, and humorous. Its pleasant pages are 
nowhere distorted by rant. The author indulges 
in no sentimentalities - inflicts no fine writing 
on his readers. Trusting to the force of truth 
and humour, he is the quietest of contemporary 
writers, - a merit worth nothing in a literary 
age which has a tendency to mistake spasm for force. 
The book has abundant faults of its own, - and 
we shall presently notice some of them; but they 
are not the faults most current in our literature.
The writer is quite free from theatricality. No 
glare from the footlights is thrown upon human 
nature, exaggerating and distorting it.!
In 1847 Thackeray caught the tone of the Unintelligible and
the Ideal in "George de Barnwell;" he also produced in
Vanity Fair the antithesis of the theatrical, slipshod "fine
writing" of the "spasmodic school."
:i
 ^ 12.8.48.
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